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L.W. SUMNER’S ACCOUNT OF WELFARE'
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L. W Sumner’s contribution to philosophy of value, as it is presented in his excellent book
Welfare, Happiness & Ethics (Clarendon Press, Oxford 1996) constitutes an interesting defense of
welfarism, ic., the theory according to which “{welfare is] the only value which an ethical theory
need take seriously, ultimately and for its own sake” (p. 3). Here I will, however, sidestep the
cvaluative issues and instead draw attention to Sumner’s characterization of welfare, and in par-
ticular his argument that since welfare is perspectival to i% nature, only subjectivism can account
for this kind of value. His argnment is not easy to grasp, however. The reason for this is, I shall
argue, that his definition of subjectivism and objectivism leaves room for more than one interpreta-
tion. ‘

Sumpeer on prudential value. -

The argament sets out from the plausible idea that welfare is a prudential value. Sumner then
argues that prudential value is a special “mode of value™; it is always perspectival. Welfare assess-
ments, according to Sumner, concern “how well it is going for the individual whose life it is” (p.
20). But welfare, is not merely a value period, it is always 2 vakue for a subject. To be faithful to
our ordinary concept of welfare, any theory has therefore to preserve “its subjective-relative or
perspectival character” (p. 42),

Sumner argues that this perspectival character of prudential value is not shared by other kinds
of values (aesthetical, ethical, perfectionist values) that apply to lives (the bearers of welfare).
Thus, ascribing, say, beauty to a person need not keep this subjective-relative character, at least not
analytically. Aesthetic value is not a value for the person carrying the value. In this respect pruden-
tial value seems to be quite different from other kinds of value.

There is something intuitively appealing with Sumner’s idea that prudential value is distin-
guished from other kinds of value by this value for nature. But even if we grant Sumaner that this is
what is characteristic about prudential value, there is still room for competing replies to how we
should best account for this special mode of value. Sumner discusses two such replies, viz., what he

* Thanks to Jchan Brinnmark, Noah Lemos, Wlodek Ratinowicz and L.W. Sumner for valuable discussion,
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L.W. Stumner's Account of Welfare

calls subjectivism and objectivism, which he regards as mutually exhaustive kinds of theos
Central to the book is his objective to show that objective theories fail to do justice to this “valua
JSor” character of prudential value. The precise reason for why they camnot account for this per~
spectival character of value is that they “treat welfare as entirely mind-independent” (p. 44. My
italics). Subjective theorics do not commit that misteke. Since subjectivism by definition makes
welfare logically dependest on the attitudes of the welfare subject, the perspectival nature of wel-
fare is accounted for by the presence of these very attitudes.

The decp problem for any objective theory is that personal concerns play o role in
deterniining why something (anything) counts as a good for an individual in the first
place... Only a subjective theory, which idcorporates the individual's authentic point of
View into its account of the g0od, is capable of acknowledging the status of human
agents as determiners of their own prioritics for their lives. (p. 215)

‘Thus, by maldng the substantive claim that our well being is dependent on the attitudes of the

subject, welfare becomes mind-dependent to the subjectivist, and by ing welfare mind-

they succeed i ishing a link between the value and the bearer of value that quali-

fies the value as being perspectival o its nature. Welfare being mind-dependent is in other words

the subjectivist’s xeply to the ‘value for requiremeat’. According to Sumner this option is not avail-

able to objectivismm. By definition, objective theories demy that the attitudes of the person, whose
life is being assessed as good or bad for him, play any role in such assessments.

This picture of objectivism appears to me somewhat ankind. Be that as it may. His own dis-
tinction between the “constitutive conditions™ of welfare and the “sources of welfare™ should have
alerted him, as I shall argue below, to the fiact that attitudes can relate to welfore in at least two
interesting ways, both of which make welfare in a reasonable sease mind-dependent. A theory that
claims that welfare is mind-dependent in only one of these ways, appear much more ‘objectivist”
than *subjectivist'. Surprisingly Sumner does not consider this altamative,

Vatue sources and constitusive growads.
According to Sumner

A theory about the nature of welfare must be [...] formal, It must tell us what it is for
someonc's life 1o go well or badly, or for someonc to be beacfited or harmed. In order
10 do 30 it must provide the appropriate relation to complete such formulas as °x
benefi® y if and only if x stands in relation R to y*. It would be (a] plain wmistake fora
theory to confuse the conditions which constitute someone’s being benefited by
something (the value for R) with aay of the particular thi ngs capable of being beaeficial
(the values for x). A theory therefore must not confuse the nature of well-being with its
(direct or intrinzic) sources; it must offer us, not (merely) a list of sources, but an
account of what qualifies something (anything) to appw on that list. (p. 16. See also p.
7).

‘What does Sumner mean by “dircct or intrinsic sources™? Onc interpretation that suggests it~
self is that he is ccncemed wzth thosc (natural) propcmts on ‘which well-being depends or super-
venes? On this between the following qucshuns
“What constitutes the welﬁre ox" a7 Whax makes a well off, i.e, on what prop:mcs does a’s welfare
depend?

An answer to the latter question may well be that a expericaces pleasure, fecls content and
secure. A xeply to the former question will tell us what it is for something to be valuable. Why is
expericacing pleasure and feeling content valuable? The distinction betwea these two questions
about value is, I believe, central to formal value theory.! Unfcmnatcly, it is not always clear when
Sumper has the constitutive grounds in mind, and when he is thinking of the sources or value-
‘maleing properties of welfare. This is unfortunate. Especially, since it leaves the reader hanging in
the wind with regard to the following issuc: Which role docs subjectivism, in Sumner's view, as-
cribe to the attitudes of the welfare subject regarding (a) the constitution of value: (b) 2ad i%

* A detailed clucidation of itis found in Rabinowicz, W. and Osterberg, I, (1996), *Valuc Based on Prefer-
ences’, Philosophy and Economics, 12.
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sources? By ‘attitudes’ I mean here what Sumner describes as a “favourable atimde toward one’s
life”, That they have, according to subjectivists, a constitutive fanction is clear, But are they also
figuring necessarily among the sources?

Consider, for instance, the following passages:

A theory treats welfare a3 subjective if it makes it depend, at least in part, on some (actual
or hypothetical) atitude on the part of the welfare subject [...] so that being well off will
depend (in some way or otber) on having a favourable attitnde toward one’s life (or some of
ity ingredicats), whilc being badly off will require being unfavourably disposcd toward it.”

(p.38)

“Subjective theories make our well being logically depeadent o ourattinudes of favour
and disfavour. Qbjective theories deny this depeadency. On an objectve theory, therefore,
something can be (directly and xmmcdlmly) good for me though I do not regard it
favourably, and my life can be going well despite my filing to have any positive attitude
toward it.” (p. 38)

The former passage concerns what welfare, on a subjectivist reading, depeads on, namely
certain attitudes of the welfare subject: If these attitudes arc absent in the subject, he will not be a
bearer of welfare. But speaking about what welfare depends on suggests that he is not having the
constitutive side of thc matter in mind but is thinking of welfare-maling properties. On the other
hand, in the latter passage the attitudes appear to have more of a constitutive role: for a subjectivist
some x will make my life go better only if T have a positive attitude towards it.

This opens for the following ilities, regarding what ist will say about the role
of attitudes: (a”) Attitedes play only a i rolc; (b*) Or they are also necessarily
among the value sources. Notice too, arguing that welfare is mind- dupendcnt does not clear this
ambiguity away. Speaking of mind- d is in fact i it may refer to the constitu-
tive tasks of subjects or to the presence of attitudes among the sources of value. Sinee welfare,
according to Swmner, is related to not just any subject’s ‘mind” or ‘constitutive powers” but only to
the mind of the subject whose welfarc is cvaluated, he does seem to identify the bearer of welfare
(the source) with the constituting subject of welfare. And this, I veature, is not merely quite re-
markable, it raises preciscly the question of whether attitades necessarily play a single or dual role.
T will retumn to this *mind-dependent’ role of welfare in 2 moment. But meanwhile I will explain
why I think both alternatives create problems for Sumner. I begin with (b), which is the interpreta-
tion that ] am less sure about

Subjectivism and objectivism,

Claims about value sources arc as far as I can sce bona fide examples of substantial
evaluative claims. Saying that experiencing pleasure is beneficial (i.e. valuc-maling) to a’s wel-
fare, is to take an evaluative stand. Morcover, since the issuc between subjectivists and objectivists
is mem-cthical (or belonging to formal axiology), nothing in principle prevents subjectivists and
objectivists from agrecing that a certain value has the same source, It is therefore paramount to
define these positions in as neutral (cvaluatively non-commitsl} a way as possible. Thus, the fol-
lowing substantial questions should be opzn to both a subjectivist and an objectivist:

(6] s object p valuable?
(i1) Is the fact that subject a has a positive atiitude (for is own sake) lowards object p
valuable?

The oddity of this latter question may perhaps startle us. But this should not be allowed to
obscure the following observation: If it follows from our definition of subjectivism that some atti~
tude of the cvaluating subject has to be included among the good-making propertics of the cvalu-
ated object (whether it is a concrete object or a fact or something clsc), i.c., those propertics which
the value accrues to, we get not only the unhappy consequence that question (i) appear to collapse
into (ii), but (ii) can only be answered affirmarively by the subject, Subjectivisis and objectivists
certainly disagree. But their disagreement should not be turned into an evaluative one.

‘What properties value accrucs to must be left out of a definition of subjectivism, So whether
or not the person who answers the question in (ii) mad who actually desires p, is 2 subjectivist or
not, ke should not be forced to say that value accrues to the case in (i). If the fact in (i) is of valuc,
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LW, Sumner's Account of Wolfare

according to @, it is valuable because of the subvenient properties — which in the case of () hap-
pexs to inchude that @ desires the painting.

' Sumner claims, in other words, that subjectivism but not objectivism regards welfare as
necessarily supervening on certain propertics {c.g,, the attitudes of the welfare bearer) he is nuning
ameta-cthical issue into an evaluative one, which would be unfortunate.

But suppose Suxwer is in fact only distinguishing between these theories in terms of const
tutive conditions. Adter all, interpretation (2) does appear to be the more plausible one (see for
stance 0. 2, p. 45)° But in that case, we can imagine a theory that maintains that a's positive aiti-
tude towards his life necossarily is among the subvenient properties (sources, 1 would say} of a’s
welfare. Such a theory certainly would appear more as an objectivist than subjectivist theory.

Morcover, as far as I can sce, it could account for the “mind-dependent” role of welfare, something -

that Sumner maintains that objectivism canmot do. Such a theory would sot commit the above-
mentioned mistake of mixing the ive with the fcal - at least not ily. Astriks
ing feature of objectivism is preeisely its assertion that the distinction between the consgmtive
grounds of value and value sources 2 a subjectivist fabrication. There is no need, on itg account, T0
invoke any “constifuter’: value is present whenever its somee (i.e,, its supervenience basc) is pre-
sent, Given this picture, objectivists and subjectivists may well agree on what is the supervenicace
base of a valuable object. However, they will never agree on whether value has to be constituted,
Suxaner, as far as I can see, does not provide us with any semedy against this ‘objectivist” move.
Actually, I think there are good reasons why we should not require the presence of such atti-
tudes puong the properties that welfare depends on. However; I suspeet that Sumner would nat in
fact welcome these objections to the above kind of ‘objectivism’, since they make welfare less
ind-d dent (Le.. not mind on the level of sources). Thus, we all scom ready to
speak of the welfare of non-sentlent beings as well of seatient ones that nevertheless are unable to
have attitudes towards themselves (sd¥, pot plants and aquarium fishes), It might be suggested that
wo are merely speaking figuratively about the welfire of our flowers and that it is therefore incon
rect to aseribe ‘welfare” to such entitics, But I am not sure this is the most plausible conclusion,
‘Why not consider such uses as an indication that having (even in a hypothetical sense) a favorable
attitude toward one's Iife is not a necessary condition for being the bearer of welfare? This invites,
however, the following reply: The notion of welfare that comes into play here is insufficiently per-
spectival — it is not a value for the plant. But I am not so swe about that, Consider another ease
where we scemingly can speak of a velue for, say, me but that nevertheless is not mind-dependent
in just the way Sumner seems to have in mind. Suppose my life is going well for the moment be-
cause of x, p and = (subvenient propertics). Furthermore, assurne that I have a favorable attitude
towards my life in virtue of x, y and z, I can, however, imagine a hypothetical situgrion in which T
also bad x, y and z, but where I had no constitutive attitude towards my life - I might even have the
very opposite kind of attitede towards x, ¥ and z” Shoulda't we say that in such a hypothetical
situation welfare could at least still acerue to my Life? I think so.* The distinction between the su-
pervenience base of value and the value constimtive groutids explain this intuition. As Rabinowicz
and Osterberg (1996) argue, what constitutes vatue does so not only in the actual world but reas
sonably also in those possible worlds towards which the constittive attitade is directed. In con-
trast, the supervenience base has to be present in the world in which the valuable object is preseat.

Mind-dependent value.

Let zme finally comment in brief on bis idea that welfare is mind-dependent. To xaake up
one’s mind about this iden it scems inescapable to ask just what role does value in general, and
welfare in particular play in the life of subjocts. Some reflection on this matter ought to leave it
clear that it is questionzble whether values do play any interesting “mind-dependent” role. A tradi-

* In private communication L, W Sumner has responded that he is uncertain whether *source of welfare”
should be understood in terms of supervenieace,

? There is nothing strange sbout this, We do, after all, sometimes say about persons that they do oot know
themselves what good Lives they live, N

4 The example was suggestod to me by Wlodek Rabisowicz.
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tion going back to at least A.C, Bwing,” for instance, has arguod that as agents we respond to an
object’s ‘good-maldng’ qualities and not 10 its goodness. Admiring 5 valuable object, for instance,
does not necessarily involve any judgment that the object admired is good. This importznt insight is
also more recently expressed by T. M. Scanlon”;

{Contracy to Moore, T believe that] being good, or valuable is not  property that iself
provides & reason to respond to a thing in certain ways, Rather, to be good or valuable
is to have other properties that constitute such rensons. Since the claim that some prop-
erty constifutes a reason is a normative claim, this account also [i.c., like Moore's]
takes goodness and valve to be non-natural properties, namely the purely formal,
higher-order propesties of having some lower-order properties that provide reasons of
the relevant kind. ... itis not goodness or value itself that provides reasons-but rather
other properties that do so. For this reason I call it a buck-passing account,*

1 am prore to think the buck-passing aceount is comrect, and I find it therefors hard to sce
what important sense can be made of Sumner’s cloim that “if welfare is subjective then it is by
virtue of being mind-dependent” (p. 33) — a sense, that i, that only lets welfare be dependent on
the mind of the proprictor of welfare and not on the mind of the person who makes the evalpation
that the proprictor bears prudential valus.

Making welfare dependent on the'proprietor evaluating himself s having this very value
seems for other reasons counter-intuitive. Surely my life can be going well without me endorsing
tho relovant ovaluation that I am well off (zecall the hypothetical case from above), A rejoinder
might be that we can assume that the beaxer of welfare would hypothetically accept this evaluntion.
But even if this were geanted, this would at most show that the person carried 2 hypothetical value,

? The Definition of Goad, 1947, New Yok, The Macmillan Company.
& Whast We Owe to Each Qtlrer, 1998, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard UP, p, 97,




