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Abstract
In philosophy, theories of welfare's nature abound. One of these is Canadian moral philosopher L.W.
Sumner's (subjective) 'happiness theory of welfare', which he argues in his 1996 book 'Welfare,
Happiness, and Ethics' (or 'WHE' for short) is "the best available … about the nature of welfare"
(WHE, 184). Since its publication, Sumner's theory of welfare has attracted a range of criticisms, such
that it is now widely (though I would argue wrongly) regarded as falling well short of being "the best
available". This paper contends that criticisms of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ misinterpret
or misunderstand the welfare theoretic system presented in WHE (explicated here in terms of that
system’s implicit as well as explicit details). The totality of the implicit and explicit details of Sumner’s
welfare theoretic system is ‘what Sumner’s really saying in WHE’ about welfare’s nature, which is
more detailed and ‘determined’ than is currently appreciated in the philosophical literature. This paper
lays the groundwork for a reappraisal (in a follow-up paper) of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’
as a viable candidate for “the best available theory” of welfare’s nature.
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Rehabilitating L.W. Sumner’s ‘Happiness Theory of Welfare’ –
Part 1: Sumner’s welfare theoretic system
ANDREW SINSTEAD-REID

Research Fellow, Tax and Transfer Policy Institute
Crawford School of Public Policy, Australian National University
"And always remember that it is impossible to speak in such a way that you cannot be misunderstood: there will always
be some who misunderstand you.”
Karl Popper, 'An Unended Quest'

INTRODUCTION
In moral philosopher L.W. Sumner’s 1996 book ‘Welfare, Happiness, and Ethics’ (or ‘WHE’ for short), he presents his ‘happiness theory
of welfare’ as a (complete) subjective account of welfare’s nature. Sumner’s hope in developing his account is that having in hand
(what he argues is) “the best available theory about the nature of welfare” (WHE, 184) enables him to mount a plausible case for
‘welfarism’ (as a monistic ethical ‘theory of the good’). Whether Sumner succeeds in making a case for welfare’s paramount ethical
value is not my current concern1. Instead, I’m interested in whether Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ is a viable candidate for
“the best available theory” of welfare’s nature. Since its publication in WHE, Sumner’s theory of welfare has attracted a range of
criticisms, such that it is now widely regarded as falling well short of being “the best available”. Having reviewed these criticisms, I
believe that Sumner’s critics have universally failed to note details in his account of welfare’s nature (presented implicitly in that
account) which are nevertheless vital to understanding it. Noting those details here and combining them with that account’s explicit
details reveals Sumner’s welfare theoretic system, which is explicated in this paper as a prerequisite to refuting all of the major
criticisms of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ in a follow-up paper2. This is significant because, in the event that all of these
criticisms can be refuted with reference to Sumner’s welfare theoretic system, Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ is thus
‘rehabilitated’ as a viable candidate for “the best available theory about the nature of welfare”.

[1.] Sumner’s methodology in WHE
[1.1.] ‘Sumner’s Way‘ of doing moral philosophy
[1.1.1.] A guide to Sumner’s methodology in WHE appears in a response to critics of his 1981 book, Abortion and
Moral Theory (or ‘AMT’ for short). In that response, Sumner (1985, 691-693; my emphases throughout) writes:
I cannot deny that I gave short shrift in [AMT] to … epistemological matters. What I did say was that a view of abortion
should be defensible on both the intuitive and theoretical level.
The former involves showing that one’s assessment of abortion coheres with plausible and relatively settled
judgements on cognate questions. Building a theoretical foundation requires outlining a moral theory, adducing
considerations that make it reasonable to accept that theory, and then showing that the theory grounds one’s
moral conclusions about abortion. Obviously there are connections between the two levels of argument, since
one way of defending a theory is showing that it generates intuitively acceptable results in particular cases.
[AMT, 39]
There is much in [the main argument of AMT] that I have not shown, even to my own satisfaction. … [I]t is naïve to
suppose that one could make out a persuasive case for utilitarianism (or any other moral theory) in the compass of a few
pages, and I do not believe that I have done much more than to indicate one direction which such a case might take. …
The only issue here is whether the overall plan of the argument is intelligible. If it is, then we have a working example of
the way in which a moral theory might be used to confirm a view of abortion. It is then not difficult to add the opposite
direction of confirmation. Assume that [Sumner’s] moderate view [of abortion] is indeed intuitively superior to its rivals.
If moral intuitions have any role to play in testing moral theories, then it will count against a theory that the view of
abortion derivable from it is counter-intuitive, and it will count in favour of a theory that this is not the case. Thus, an

1

Although, like Sumner’s, my theoretical commitments tend toward utilitarianism (see point (1b) of paragraph [1.2.1.]), so I find the case he
makes for ‘welfarism’ persuasive. For more on this aspect of WHE, see Sobel 1998; Shaver 2002; Keller 2009; Petersen 2009; and Dorsey 2016.
2 To be sub-titled “Part 2: The defensibility of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’”. While Sumner has elsewhere explored the implications
of or expanded upon his ‘happiness theory of welfare’ (see for example Sumner 1998; Sumner 2000; Sumner, 2002; Sumner 2006b; Sumner
2020), I believe he continues to regard WHE as the definitive statement of it (see for example Sumner 2020, 431). It is for this reason, then, that
I have confined my explication of Sumner’s theory of welfare to (a close reading of) the text of WHE.
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independently plausible moral theory can strengthen the case for a view of abortion, and an independently plausible view
of abortion can strengthen the case for a moral theory.

[1.1.2.] In short, Sumner is setting out a way (his way?) of doing moral philosophy (in the specific instance of the
morality of abortion), which can be presented in more generic terms as follows.
1.

The ‘goal’ is that your moral philosophical views (about a thing) “should be defensible on both the intuitive and
theoretical level”3.

2.

At the level of (‘preanalytic’ or ‘pretheoretical’ or ‘preinterpretative’ or ‘prereflective’) intuitions, this “involves
showing that one’s assessment [of the thing] coheres with plausible and relatively settled judgements on
cognate questions” (about the thing).

3.

This is important because “[i]f moral intuitions have any role to play in testing moral theories, then it will count
against a theory that the view [of the thing] derivable from it is counter-intuitive, and it will count in favour of a
theory that this is not the case”. Indeed, “one way of defending a theory [of the thing] is showing that it
generates intuitively acceptable results in particular cases”.

4.

So, “the overall plan of the argument is intelligible [for your moral philosophical views about the thing]” and
more likely to be found to be so by others (including non-philosophers) when you proceed by “[b]uilding a
theoretical foundation … outlining a … theory [of the thing], adducing considerations that make it reasonable to
accept that theory”, then “showing that the theory grounds one’s … conclusions” (about the thing).

5.

However, you can only really ‘outline’ a theory, because “it is naïve to suppose that one could make a persuasive
case [for your views about the thing] in the compass of a few pages” (which is why Sumner says, of the case he
makes for his views on abortion using ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy, that “[t]here is much … that I
have not shown, even to my own satisfaction”4).

6.

In which case, it will be enough “to indicate one direction which such a case might take” for a view about the
thing if (after satisfying points (2) and (3) above) “an independently plausible moral theory can strengthen the
case for [that] view”, and an “independently plausible view [about the thing] can strengthen the case for [the]
theory”. This is a confirming indication of the defensibility of your views about the thing.

[1.1.3.] I think what Sumner is saying via points (5) and (6) above is that:
1.

It’s unlikely (maybe even impossible) that your theory of the thing can be exhaustively detailed (i.e. you can’t
cover everything in your moral theorising or you’d never finish theorising about anything); but

2.

The ‘generalisability’ (and therefore the extensional ‘completeness’) of your theory doesn’t require that it be
exhaustively detailed5; because

3.

“If moral intuitions have any role to play in testing moral theories”, then such intuitions provide us with a basis
for establishing the plausibility of related moral theories independently of the normative content of said theories
(because our moral intuitions, based as they are on the social ontology of our everyday moral lives, are therefore
positive or ‘factual’ in this sense); which means

4.

“[A]n independently plausible moral theory can strengthen the case for [some] view” about a thing to the extent
that the view accords with our everyday moral intuitions about that thing: and, to the extent that this view helps
us make sense of why our everyday moral intuitions have become manifest in their particular current forms in

3

As defensibility is verisimilitude whilever your argument successfully resists falsification (relative to the number of such attempts).
Sumner has since stated (1987, ix) of AMT that “I am not very happy with the result [insofar as AMT presents a utilitarian theory of rights]”.
5 Which is, perhaps, why some critics of WHE appear to have mistaken its lack of explicit detail for ‘incompleteness’ (or worse, partiality).
4
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our everyday moral practices, then this “independently plausible view [about the thing] can strengthen the case
for [the] theory”; so that
5.

Our ordinary moral intuitions and practices constitute our everyday moral reality, which supplies us with all the
occurrent or hypothetical cases we need to reveal the weaknesses of any particular moral theory about the thing
(regardless of how exhaustively detailed that theory is).

[1.1.4.] Sumner’s approach to moral theorising makes our ‘everyday moral intuitions’ a crucial part of “[b]uilding a
theoretical foundation” and “adducing considerations that make it reasonable to accept [a] theory” (and for achieving
extensional ‘completeness’ in our account of the thing without that account needing to be exhaustively detailed).
This is because the thing about which you have moral views to offer is itself ontological (i.e. being or pertaining to
some category of existence in/as ‘states of the world’6), so our experiences of and/or intuitions about the thing form
part of our ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu 1990)7 for thinking about or acting toward that thing. Why then does Sumner say “[i]f
moral intuitions have any role to play in testing moral theories”? Isn’t it a problem for Sumnerian moral theorising if
our ‘everyday moral intuitions’ aren’t to figure in such theories?
[1.1.5.] In using the word ‘if’, I think Sumner is just acknowledging that he’s taking a particular view on metaethics (or
how to do ethics) which isn’t necessarily shared by other moral philosophers (Sumner 1967 explicates this view, cited
in and summarised by Forechimes 2015). Sumner’s view in his 1967 paper is that it’s possible to develop metaethical
theories which are ‘sound’ (i.e. that avoid ‘collapse’ by eschewing first-order normative commitments, as such
commitments make supposedly metaethical theories merely ethical theories), so long as metaethical theories
address ‘matters of justification’ positively.
The demand to address matters of justification can, as Sumner argues, be understood in two ways. On one
characterisation, a metaethical theory needs to tell us how moral judgements are to be justified … . A theory, that is,
should tell us which types of reasons are good or acceptable. Substantive commitments follow. A metaethical theory
that, for example, tells us we must appeal to such-and-such consequences to justify a moral judgement, collapses into a
first-order moral theory. But we can understand matters of justification in a second way. A metaethical theory might
tell us “what it is to justify a moral judgement, no matter what sort of justification is given” … . Metaethics, on this
characterisation, identifies the form that moral reasoning must take. Metaethicists, in other words, distinguish the
formal conditions that set moral reason-giving apart from the reason-giving involved in, say, supporting a statement of
fact or a legal decision … . Matters of justification are, accordingly, strictly classificatory. Taken in this second way,
metaethical theories can address matters of justification while simultaneously respecting neutrality.
Distinguishing these two ways of characterising matters of justification gives us two ways of defining metaethics: a how
sense and a what it is sense. In the former, collapse is inevitable. In the latter, collapse is avoidable, at least in principle.
[Forechimes 2015, 1143-1144]

[1.1.6.] ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy (i.e. points (1) through (6) of paragraph [1.1.2.]) is itself a
metaethical theory (i.e. a theory about moral theorising). Its ‘matters of justification’ are points (2), (3) and (6) of
paragraph [1.1.2.]. Our ‘everyday moral intuitions’, reflecting as they do and being reflected in our ‘everyday moral
reality’, are therefore justificatory in ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy (in the ‘what it is sense’ of reasongiving)8.
6

The existence or manifestation of which are ‘mind-independent’ (i.e. not contingent upon a subject’s attitudes toward something; see WHE,
ch. 2). From the epistemic standpoint of a particular welfare subject (‘the first subject’), the cognitive and/or affective responses to ‘states of
the world’ by other welfare subjects (as ‘states of mind’ in those subjects) are ‘states of the world’ to or for the first subject.
7 Which Bourdieu (ibid., 53) defines as follows.
The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions,
structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organise practices and representations
that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary
in order to attain them. Objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without being in any way the product of obedience to rules, they can be collectively
orchestrated without being the product of the organising action of a conductor.
8

Our ‘everyday moral intuitions’ can be justificatory in this way because they have been formed in and through an extant social ontology or
‘reality’ (see Berger and Luckmann 1985). [Their treatise on the ‘sociology of knowledge’ offers a rigorous account of how ‘society as objective
reality’ emerges from (i) embedded historical relations between (ii) reflexive social actors endowed with biological natures and capabilities
enabling varying degrees of creative agency, interacting with (iii) legitimating social institutions in a ‘state of society’ which is itself a product of
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[1.2.] ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy and WHE
[1.2.1.] The following is an ‘outline’ of Sumner’s argument in WHE, loosely presented in terms of ‘Sumner’s Way’ of
doing moral philosophy (see paragraph [1.1.2.]). Using that schema, Sumner has constructed in WHE a novel account
of the nature of welfare to serve as a more independently plausible ‘theory of the good’ underpinning ‘welfarism’.
1a. Sumner’s ‘goal’ is to show that (his version of) ‘welfarism’ is both intuitively and theoretically defensible.
‘Welfarism’ in ethics is “the thesis that individual welfare … is the only thing with final or ultimate ethical value,
the only state of affairs which we have a moral reason to promote for its own sake” (WHE, viii). For ‘welfarism’,
welfare is ‘the good’ (so that a theory about welfare’s nature is also a ‘theory of the good’).
1b. Sumner wants to achieve this ‘goal’ because his “own theoretical commitments tend toward consequentialism,
indeed utilitarianism” (WHE, ix), which is why his earlier work “[AMT] … included a brief analysis of the nature
of welfare and a defence of welfarism (indeed of utilitarianism)” (ibid.), and “[i]n The Moral Foundation of
Rights (1987) [Sumner] defended consequentialism, principally against the claim that it could not make
adequate sense of rights. … If the argument of that book is combined with the defence of welfarism in [WHE],
then the overall result is part, though not all, of a case in favour of utilitarianism” (ibid.)9.
1c. Achievement of Sumner’s ‘goal’ is made more difficult because welfarism’s “rejection [as the dominant ‘theory
of the good’ among moral philosophers] has too often been based on a misrepresentation of the nature of
welfare. … Welfarism deserves to be tested on the basis of the best theory about what welfare is. Having
located that theory, which requires an extended critical excursion, making a plausible case for welfarism is then
a comparatively straightforward task” (WHE, viii).
1d. This “extended critical excursion” manifests in an “unequal division of labour between the two major concerns
of the book – six chapters on the nature of welfare to one on its value” (ibid.). These six chapters “seek the
best theory about the nature of welfare” (ibid.).
1e. “Although welfarism tells us that only welfare matters in its own right, it dictates no particular way of using it to
ground our familiar moral categories. … It does require holding, contrary to some non-consequentialist moral
structures, that the good is prior to the right. … If it turns out that a good case can be made for welfarism, and
for a subjective conception of welfare, that will be the time to ask how we should go on from these results to
build a moral theory” (WHE, viii-ix).
2a. ”Chapter 1 develops criteria of adequacy for any … theory [of welfare]” (ibid.). “In summarising the criteria of
descriptive adequacy … we constructed the following profile of the ideal theory of welfare: it will be faithful to
our ordinary assessments of well-being, including the role they play in our common-sense psychology [a
criterion of ‘fidelity’], it will cover all core cases and provide a principled resolution of peripheral cases [a
criterion of ‘generality’], it will not confuse welfare with its sources or ingredients [a criterion of ‘formality’],
and it will be free of distorting bias [a criterion of ‘neutrality’]” (WHE, 182).
2b. ”… Chapter 2 sets out a basic grid for distinguishing [welfare theoretic] contenders into subjective and objective
accounts” (WHE, viii). This is needed because “[w]elfare assessments concern what we may call the prudential
value of a life, namely how well it is going for the individual whose life it is. This relativisation of prudential
evaluation to the proprietor of the life in question is one of the deepest features of the language of welfare:

those interactions. The intersubjectivity thus engendered gives rise to an individual conception of ‘society as subjective reality’ in each social
actor. These two social ‘realities’ are dialectical, and therefore reciprocally influencing (as components of each social actor’s ‘habitus’).]
9 As Sumner has elsewhere (2006b, 2) said that “utilitarianism = consequentialism + welfarism + sum-ranking” (following Sen 1979), success in
showing that both ‘consequentialism’ and ‘welfarism’ are intuitively and theoretically defensible against Bernard Williams’s trenchant critique
of utilitarianism (1973) would substantially rehabilitate it as a viable moral theory. [Note: Sumner refers to ‘sum-ranking’ as ‘aggregation’ or
‘aggregative’ (WHE, 186; 217; 222), despite a ‘minimised’ sum total (for example) being ‘aggregative’ but also mathematically distinct from the
‘maximised’ sum total which Sumner says is the “ultimate moral aim” of utilitarianism (WHE, ix).]
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however valuable something may be in itself, it can promote my well-being only if it is also good or beneficial
for me. Since an account of the nature of welfare is descriptively adequate only if it is faithful to our ordinary
concept, any serious contender must at least preserve the subject-relativity which is definitive of prudential
evaluation. If it cannot manage this much then … it is not a theory about welfare at all” (WHE, 20).
3. ”The next three chapters are extended critiques of the historically dominant accounts: objective theories
(Chapter 3), hedonism (Chapter 4), and desire/preference theories (Chapter 5). The conclusion drawn from
these critiques is that philosophical theories about the nature of welfare have so far been too remote from our
everyday experience of it” (WHE, viii; my emphasis) to be ‘descriptively adequate’.
4. ”Chapter 6 sets out to remedy this deficiency by developing a better version of a subjective theory, one which
connects welfare with happiness or life satisfaction” (ibid.; my emphasis). “The theory … does not simply
identify well-being with happiness; additionally, it requires that a subject’s endorsement of the conditions of
her life, or her experience of them as satisfying or fulfilling, be authentic. The conditions for authenticity, in
turn, are twofold: [adequate] information and [adequate] autonomy. Welfare therefore consists in authentic
happiness” (WHE, 139; my emphases).
5. “Determining just how well the happiness theory fits our many preanalytic judgements about welfare would be
a complex, and probably endless, task. However, it is possible to point to the ways in which its fit is superior to
that of its subjective rivals. … Being ‘something in between’ hedonism and the desire theory – more realitybased than the former and more experience-based than the latter – thus enables the happiness theory to make
better sense of at least many of our judgements about well-being” (WHE, 176; my emphases).
6a. “… [A] theory of welfare will not merely explicate our ordinary concept of well-being; additionally, it will tell us
what the world must be like in order for this concept to apply to it, what must be the case in order for any
welfare assessments to be true. Since a theory of this sort will impose a reality test on the adequacy of our
ideas, it … will be capable in principle of yielding results which are revisionist or subversive” (WHE, 7).
6b. “Its degree of fit with our ordinary experience will therefore be a function of the extent to which the truth
conditions it offers can support and systematise our intuitive assessments. A theory about the nature of
welfare is a proposed interpretation of our preanalytic convictions, and the best interpretation is the one which
makes the best sense of those convictions” (WHE, 11).
6c. “Whereas a theory must fit the core of our concept it cannot avoid some degree of stipulation in its periphery,
yielding determinate results where the application of that concept is vague and taking sides when it is in
dispute. This is not to say, however, that even in this latter region a theory has a free hand” (WHE, 15; my
emphasis). Where “… there is room for a theory to satisfy some criteria [of ‘descriptive adequacy’] better than
others … [so that] deciding which failures are forgivable and which fatal”, picking the best theory “means that
there will inevitably be much room for judgement, and undoubtedly for stipulation and construction as well. ...
Normative considerations properly come into play only around the edges of our ordinary concept [of welfare],
in its disputed or unsettled regions. When the constraints imposed by that concept run out, or when the
evidence provided by our ordinary experience is indeterminate or inconsistent, then there is a time for shaping a
theory of welfare to fit some favoured normative niche” (WHE, 19; my emphases).
6d. But: in this “stipulation and construction”, it must be remembered that “… [w]elfarism works at a prior stage [to
the development of an ethical ‘theory of the right’]: the formulation of a theory of the good. … [W]hile it tells us
wherein the good consists, it does not dictate how the right is to be derived from it” (WHE, 199; my emphasis).
[1.2.2.] Sumner concludes his “six chapters on the nature of welfare” as part of his defence of ‘welfarism’ with the
following statements: “We … noted [at the end of section 1.2 of WHE, 18-19] the obvious implication that any
comparison of candidate theories will be multidimensional, leaving open the possibility that a theory may satisfy
some criteria better than others, thus that there may be no theory which fully satisfies [Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive
adequacy’]. Having reviewed all of the principal contenders [in Chapters 3 to 5 of WHE], we are now in a position to
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exclude this possibility. [Sumner’s] happiness theory [of welfare] scores no worse than any rival theory on any
criterion [of ‘descriptive adequacy’] and better than all of its rivals on most. It therefore provides us with the best
picture of the nature of welfare” (WHE, 182-183; my emphasis). “Welfarism deserves to be tested on the basis of the
best available theory about the nature of welfare. Having that theory in hand will greatly facilitate the rest of our
inquiry …” (WHE, 184; my emphases).
[1.2.3.] I believe that Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ “provides us with the best picture of the nature of
welfare” to this day, and is therefore (still) a viable candidate for “the best available theory” about its nature. Others
would disagree with me (see paragraph [2.2.0.2.]). Of course, such disagreements are philosophy’s ‘stock-in-trade’,
and are hardly surprising. What is surprising (to me) is what we’re disagreeing about. And what we’re disagreeing
about is (as I will show) what Sumner’s really saying in WHE.
[1.3.] Critical responses to ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy in WHE
[1.3.1.] Like me, various of WHE’s reviewers found the book to be clearly written, and carefully argued.
[1.3.2.] For example, Bernstein’s review of WHE (2001, 441-443; my emphases) is mostly complimentary, and
noteworthy for its comments on Sumner’s methodology, and on the likelihood of resistance to it:
If [Sumner’s] is not to be an exercise in stipulation, ‘welfare’ and its explication need to be understood as terms in
ordinary language and not part of a technical vocabulary. Sumner is admirably aware of this point and as a result adopts
[tests of adequacy for] any proffered theory. A theory is descriptively adequate to the extent that it conforms to our
pretheoretical intuitions … .
Although something like Sumner’s methodology is, in the end, probably one we must adopt, it does point to how difficult
his project is. … [W]hen we are given … plausible [alternative theories about welfare], people can reasonably differ. That
is, intelligent people have various intuitions about serious [candidate welfare theories] because intelligent people will
have distinct intuitions about whether, in a particular circumstance, an individual is being benefitted (harmed) or not.
The adversarial situation becomes rhetorical: “But on your theory, S is being harmed and that is absurd (ridiculous,
uncommonsensical, silly)” is answered by, “It is not only not absurd, it is obviously true to anyone with the least bit of
intelligence.” None of this … is intended to denigrate Sumner’s project …, but it is a caveat that those who maintain an
opposing viewpoint after reading Sumner’s book, be it for dogmatic or enlightened reasons, are not [necessarily] liable
to the charge of irrationality. …
Sumner has written a very fine book. Clear and cogent, fair to adversarial positions, Sumner’s work would be a welcome
addition to an advanced undergraduate or graduate course in ethics. Professional philosophers, too, are likely to have
their welfares enhanced by reading this book.

[1.3.3.] Similarly, Eggleston’s remarks (1999, 271-272; my emphases) are highly supportive of Sumner’s
methodological approach and mode of expression:
… Sumner is – almost without lapse – helpfully explicit about what he takes himself to be doing. In the first chapter, for
example, he distinguishes and explains the criteria that he claims should be used in the assessment of competing
theories of a concept such as welfare: criteria such as conformity to pre-analytic convictions and coherence with
common-sense explanations of behaviour, as well as several others. These criteria are pervasive in analytic philosophy,
but often inchoately so; one rarely finds them explicated with such admirable clarity and efficiency. Sumner revisits
these criteria in the latter part of chapter 6, where he assesses his own theory in terms of them.
In some parts of the book, Sumner’s commitment to proceeding systematically can be a bit of a burden. … [S]ome
readers may, at this early stage of Sumner’s inquiry, hastily infer that the whole book is unduly preoccupied by
methodological considerations. On the contrary, most of Sumner’s concern with system and method is well worth the
trouble.
Clearly, although in motivation the book is essentially normative, in execution it is mostly explanatory, both in Sumner’s
attention to method and in the attention Sumner pays to other, historically prominent, theories of welfare. … Among
[the book’s] virtues is that it is an excellent introduction to the field of welfare studies: it presupposes no knowledge of
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the field, and its clear organisation and lucid prose make it accessible to beginning graduate students, and perhaps
advanced undergraduates. But unlike a mere introduction, Sumner’s work presents the views of someone who has
thought carefully and expertly about advancing the field.

[1.3.4.] WHE’s “attention to method … and its clear organisation” are singled out for praise in Braybrooke’s review of
the book (1997, 141-142; my emphases):
Undismayed by the damage that economists and politicians in different ways have done to the term ‘welfare’, Sumner
offers a carefully developed systematic argument for restoring the term to a better use. …
[Sumner’s] argument moves on from stage to stage to few visible slips. At every stage it is illuminating. At every stage it
keeps up enough suspense to impel readers to go on to see how the next stage will work out. This will be true even for
readers thoroughly familiar with the topics and the texts that Sumner takes up. Sumner has something new and
penetrating to say about all of them. Thus overall it is a very accomplished book. Its full value will be appreciated only
given devoted, protracted discussion … .

[1.3.5.] Of WHE, Schultz (2002, 403; my emphasis) notes that it “is an intricately argued, ambitious, and very
important work”, in which “the bulk of the book is taken up with delivering an account of welfare that even many
non-welfarists might find extremely useful”, while Vallentyne (1997, 337; my emphasis) states that it “is extremely
well-written and argued, and the discussion of competing views (e.g., hedonism, desire theory, perfectionism) is very
insightful”.
[1.3.6.] So if, like me, the aforementioned reviewers found Sumner’s WHE to be clearly written and carefully argued,
why is there now so much disagreement about what Sumner’s really saying in WHE? I think disagreement has arisen
in the 25 years since WHE’s publication because it’s too concise (at just 227 closely argued printed pages in length).
‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy typically eschews provision of exhaustive detail in making a case for your
views on a thing (as “it is naïve to suppose that one could make a persuasive case [for your views about the thing] in
the compass of a few pages”, op. cit.), in favour of providing just enough detail “to indicate one direction which such
a case might take” (and letting the reader use what is implicit in the case to work through its theoretical and practical
implications; op. cit.).
[1.3.7.] However, recall Bernstein’s observation that “when we are given … plausible [alternative theories about
welfare], people can reasonably differ” and that “intelligent people have various intuitions about serious [candidate
welfare theories] because intelligent people will have distinct intuitions about whether, in a particular circumstance,
an individual is being benefitted (harmed) or not” (op. cit.). In WHE, Sumner’s case for his views on the nature of
welfare is arguably not detailed enough to forestall ‘intelligent people reasonably differing’ on what he means by it
(especially if he intends merely “to indicate one direction which such a case might take”, op. cit.). There is much
which is implicit in Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ and account of its nature that Sumner ought to have made
explicit (if for no other reason than the avoidance of doubt about what he’s really saying in WHE).
[1.3.8.] The remainder of this paper will therefore make explicit those implicit elements of Sumner’s account of wellbeing’s nature in WHE which are necessary for a complete, and correct, understanding of that account. Armed with
that understanding, we will then be in a position (in a follow-up paper) to refute various major criticisms of Sumner’s
‘happiness theory of welfare’. And, in the event that we can refute all of them, that surely entitles us to say that
Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ is (still) a viable candidate for “best available theory about the nature of
welfare”.
[2.] Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’
[2.0.1.] We turn now from consideration of the presentation of the argument in WHE to its (implicit and explicit)
details.
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[2.1.] WHE misunderstood
[2.1.1.] Many criticisms of Sumner’s account of well-being in WHE stem from a misunderstanding of the role and
implications of his test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ (presented in section 1.2 of WHE). This methodological device is
subtle, yet (metaethically) extremely powerful: its primary criterion of ‘fidelity’ (i.e. that “the best theory about the
nature of welfare is the one which is most faithful to our ordinary concept and our ordinary experience” of it; WHE,
10)10 brings into Sumner’s theorising about the nature of welfare the entirety of our social ontology, along with its
associated epistemology and phenomenology (see Berger and Luckmann 1985).
[2.1.2.] By means of this device, the philosophical context for Sumner’s theorising becomes everything we know (or
think we know) about our experience of well-being, including its various sources, and indicators thereof. Considered
in this light, it is a bold approach (because, at every stage of Sumner’s argument, we’re being tacitly invited to
contradict it, if we can, from our direct lived experience of welfare; the slightest misstep, and the persuasive ‘spell’ of
Sumner’s argument will be broken). But it’s an approach which Sumner thinks necessary “[b]ecause the notion of
welfare already has a vernacular currency [so] it is not available as a term of art, to be defined in whatever way will
best suit some favoured theoretical needs. … Whatever theoretical role we may have in mind for welfare, we will
need an independent test of descriptive adequacy for theories about its nature” (WHE, 10; my emphasis). Sumner
goes on to ask: “[i]f such a test is necessary, then is it also sufficient? … There is certainly this difference between the
two procedures [of normative versus descriptive adequacy] for selecting the best theory: whereas normative criteria
could not in principle be self-standing, descriptive criteria might be” (ibid; my emphasis.)11.
[2.1.3.] As we saw at point (3) of paragraph [1.1.3.], and in paragraphs [1.1.5.] and [1.1.6.], for ‘matters of
justification’ in metaethics, a ‘what it is sense’ of reason-giving is positivist (and concerned with a posteriori ‘facts’).
Ontologically, welfare, as an experience, is necessarily confined to ‘subjects-of-a-life’ capable of experiencing those
lives (as it is plainly nonsensical to speak of the welfare of a rock, or a motorway, or any other insensate object). Any
account of welfare’s nature which is not “too remote from our everyday experience of it” (WHE, viii) must be situated
somehow in the experienced conditions or circumstances of the lives of sentient creatures (i.e. those possessing “the
capacity for enjoyment and suffering, or for pleasure and pain”; WHE, 178)12. Given this, the positivism embedded in
Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ predisposes him toward a subjective account of welfare’s nature13.
[2.1.4.] Various elements of Sumner’s account of welfare’s nature crucially rely upon his appeal to the justificatory
authority of our social ontology, epistemology and phenomenology, as the context for our experience of what welfare
is. Sumner himself acknowledges this, when he says that: “… issues [regarding the value of welfare] can readily be
connected to the concerns of our everyday lives. In this respect, though intricate and even abstract, [these issues]
remain intelligible and accessible [to all] … [as] surely we must already know what welfare is, since we all seek it in
our everyday lives. How, then, could a philosophical inquiry into the nature of welfare ever yield any novel results?
Indeed, if we do not already agree on what counts as welfare, how could it ever yield any results at all?” (WHE, 4-5;
my emphases).
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“Fidelity to our ordinary experience … embrace[s] both our pretheoretical beliefs about well-being, whether in our own case or that of others,
and also the role of these beliefs in our practical deliberations and our common-sense explanations. The further criteria of descriptive
adequacy [i.e. generality, formality and neutrality] are all latent in, or derivative from, [fidelity]” (WHE, 13; see point (2a) of paragraph [1.2.1.]).
11 As a test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ supplies the ‘what it is sense’ of reason-giving needed to justify a moral philosophical theory (per points
(2), (3) and (6) of ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy; see paragraph [1.1.2.]).
12 For Sumner’s views on ‘sentience’ as the criterion for moral standing, see AMT, 128-146. For further discussions of ‘sentience’ and its moral
significance, see van Bogaert 2004; Varner 2012; and van der Deijl 2020.
13 That it does is, in fact, a ‘confirming indication’ (per point (6) of paragraph [1.1.2.] of ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy) that the
methodological device of ‘descriptive adequacy’ is itself independently plausible, and therefore (metaethically) defensible. [Because: if welfare
is in any sense a subjective experience arising from the processing of our somatic responses to phenomenal stimuli (as ‘states of the world’) into
‘states of mind’ (see WHE, 31-34 and 81-83), then only creatures with ‘sentience’ – i.e. percipience + (some degree of) affect + (some level of)
consciousness – can possibly have an ‘ordinary concept’ of well-being, fidelity to which is an obviously desirable property of a theory of welfare
“not too remote from our everyday experience of it” (op. cit.).]
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[2.2.] Sumner’s welfare theoretic system
[2.2.0.1.] Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ for theories of welfare, as an integral part of his (metaethical)
methodology, furnishes his account of its nature in WHE with various implicit features. The combination, then, of
these implicit features of his account of welfare’s nature with the explicit attributes of his ‘happiness theory’ of it,
constitutes Sumner’s welfare theoretic system.
[2.2.0.2.] The idea that Sumner has developed a defensible and ‘descriptively adequate’ theory in his account of
welfare’s nature may be surprising to the authors of various critical appraisals of WHE14. Taken together, works
critical of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ (let’s call their composite the ‘received view of Sumner’s theory of
welfare’, or the ‘received view’ for short) depict it as incomplete and underdetermined, and thus unable to satisfy
Sumner’s own test of ‘descriptive adequacy’. According to this view, Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’:
a.

lacks a ‘normative theory of persons’ (LeBar 2004) justifying why the welfare of ‘paradigm human subjects’ even
matters at all; and
b. is populated by ‘Sumnerian’ (rather than ‘real’) welfare subjects solipsistically assessing (only) their own wellbeing (so that Sumner’s theory of welfare is in actuality an extreme ‘state of mind’ theory); and
c. stipulates problematic conditions for requiring that welfare ‘self-assessments’ be authentic, such as:
i. a conception of autonomy which ‘assumes away’ key psychological issues (like low self-esteem or actual
psychopathology), or/and implicitly relies on a welfare subject’s possession of some kind of ‘true self’ and
their knowledge of it, or/and is also essentially ‘content-free’ (so that ways of life which are objectively
depraved or undignified or degrading can nevertheless be endorsed by ‘Sumnerian autonomous’ welfare
subjects as ‘worthwhile’ because these ‘lifestyles’ engender merely their subjective well-being); and
ii. an information requirement which is tacitly a ‘full information’ requirement of some kind (even though
Sumner explicitly argues against this), or/and cannot be operationalised as theorised, or/and doesn’t support
Sumner’s ‘type’ of subjective theory of welfare’s nature; all of which
d. results in the indeterminacy or unknowability of well-being in core cases (see point (2a) of paragraph [1.2.1.]);
and, in any case
e. conceptualises welfare in terms of a focal variable (i.e. happiness) which:
i. either can’t be instantiated per its definition by Sumner as authentic ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction (which we
can refer to as ‘Sumnerian happiness’); or, as ‘Sumnerian happiness’
ii. is inadequate in one or more ways to the actual nature of happiness per se; or/and
iii. is too trivial to be what welfare is ultimately all about (because ‘Sumnerian happiness’ is based either on the
‘wrong’ values by reason of its subjectivity, or is merely incidental to or coincidental with the ‘true’, objective
sources and/or indicators of well-being)15.
[2.2.0.3.] However, as I will show in what remains of this paper, this received view fundamentally misunderstands key
aspects of Sumner’s theory of welfare. Showing this will involve explicating Sumner’s welfare theoretic system in
relation to two ‘clues’ as to the wrongness of the received view, after which we can proceed (in a follow-up paper) to
refute all of the major criticisms of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’.
[2.2.1.] Happiness as the focal variable in Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’
[2.2.1.1.] The first ‘clue’ as to the wrongness of the received view of Sumner’s theory of welfare is his choice of
happiness as the focal variable for his account of welfare’s nature.
Having rejected objectivist accounts of well-being in Chapter 3 of WHE (because they are unable to respond to the
subject-relativity of prudential value), and identified in Chapters 4 and 5 of WHE the fatal flaws in each of the major

14

For example: Sobel 1997 and 1998; LeBar 2004; Tupa 2006; Feldman 2004, 2008 and 2010; Hawkins 2008; Haybron 2005, 2007, 2008a and
2008b; Petersen 2009; Bognar 2010; Kraut 2013; Meseroll 2014; and Badhwar 2014 and 2016.
15 The ‘received view’ characterises as (conceptual/interpretive) ‘errors’ various aspects of Sumner’s critique of rival (objectivist/hedonist/desire
theoretic) accounts of welfare’s nature. That the ‘received view’ is mistaken about these aspects will be shown in a follow-up paper.
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categories of subjective accounts (i.e. hedonism’s detachment of pleasurable ‘states of mind’16 from the reality – or
otherwise – of ‘states of the world’ giving rise to them17, versus the desire theory’s lack of concern for whether
desired ‘states of the world’ actually enter into the experience and resultant ‘states of mind’ of those doing the
desiring), Sumner begins Chapter 6 of WHE (entitled ‘Welfare and Happiness’) with the following observation.
The idea that there is an interesting connection between well-being and happiness has at least some initial plausibility –
much more plausibility than any account of happiness in terms of pleasurable feelings. As a new start, therefore, it
seems worthwhile seeking a better (and less hedonistic) theory about the nature of happiness.
[WHE, 138.]

However, in saying this, Sumner acknowledges that “no simple theory about the nature of happiness enjoys much
support among philosophers; there is not even agreement that such a theory is possible. About the only thing
everyone agrees on is that happiness is a complex and multi-faceted notion, one not easily reduced to a formula or
slogan” (WHE, 139).
[2.2.1.2.] Sumner concludes in Chapter 2 of WHE that well-being is subject-relative because it is subjective (i.e. the
product of mind-dependent attitudes18 ‘curated’ by a welfare subject as the locus of a reasonably unified and
continuous mental life, where such attitudes represent and reflect that subject’s responses to their experience of
various ‘states of the world’). The subjectivity of well-being is therefore a substantive thesis about and explanation of
the fact of its subject-relativity (WHE, 42-44), so it’s easy to see why, for Sumner (WHE, 140; my emphasis), happiness
is the ‘right’ focal variable or default indicator for well-being.
Happiness, like welfare, is subjective. There is, however, this difference between the two notions: whereas the
subjectivity of welfare is disputed and needs to be argued for, the subjectivity of happiness is obvious on the face of it.
No objective theory about our ordinary concept of happiness has the slightest plausibility … . … Objectivism has at least a
superficial plausibility as a theory of welfare; an argument is required to show why it is mistaken. It is completely
unintelligible as a view about the nature of happiness.

[2.2.1.3.] Sumner, in section 6.1 of WHE (entitled ‘Life Satisfaction’), addresses the considerable semantic ambiguity
in the term happiness by identifying four dimensions (or ‘kinds’) of happiness relevant to his inquiry.
1.

Being happy with or about something (or ‘1st kind’ happiness). Requires completion by an ‘intentional object’
(i.e. you have to want something in particular to be or to happen , or not to be or happen, to be this kind of
happy or unhappy ‘with’ or ‘about’ it), but no affect or occurrent feeling on your part is required (so that feeling
happy or unhappy with something is attitudinally the same as being happy or unhappy about it). “The
favourable assessment involved need not be a strong one. Being happy with something is roughly equivalent to
being satisfied or content with it, i.e. finding that it measures up reasonably well to some standard. The degree
of endorsement in question falls well short of enthusiasm or delight. Contrariwise, being unhappy with
something means regarding it in an unfavourable light, though not as an absolute disaster” (WHE, 143-144).

2.

Feeling happy (or ‘2nd kind’ happiness). Involves an occurrent feeling, but requires no intentional object.
Defined by a mood of optimism or cheer (or pessimism or ill-humour), which situates you in a moment of your
life (so that ‘right here, right now’ you are feeling happy, or unhappy). Feelings of (this kind of) happiness or
unhappiness may be persistent, or short-lived. “In human beings, with their greater cognitive capacities, feelings
of happiness or unhappiness may also have a judgemental dimension, an assessment of our lives as going well or
badly. But even this assessment tends to be tied to the here and now: at this moment everything seems just
terrific/awful. Feelings of [this kind of] happiness and unhappiness are frames of mind subject to fluctuation
from day to day, rather than settled judgements about the quality of our lives” (WHE, 145).

16

The existence or manifestation of which are ‘mind-dependent’ (i.e. contingent upon a subject’s attitudes toward something; see WHE, ch. 2).
Resulting in a ‘mental state theory of welfare’ unconcerned with the (ir)reality of the conditions or circumstances of a welfare subject’s life.
18 “The psychological notion of an attitude has preserved some of the flavour of its older physical sense, in which it indicates a bodily posture or
orientation. … Generally speaking, we may say that I have an attitude toward something when the thing matters to me, or … it is valenced for
me. My attitude is positive … if I favour the thing or am favourably disposed toward it, negative … if I view it unfavourably” (WHE, 36).
17
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3.

Having a happy disposition/personality (or ‘3rd kind’ happiness). An ‘orientation’, or ‘tendency’, toward how you
perceive and/or live your life (i.e. whether you see the proverbial glass as ‘half-full’ or ‘half-empty’ most of the
time, and act accordingly). Where that ‘orientation’ is broadly positive, “we may say that you have a happy …
disposition, or that you are a basically happy person. This is the sense in which animals or infants can be happy,
despite being incapable of sizing up their lives as a whole” (WHE, 145).

4.

Being happy/having a happy life (or ‘4th kind’ happiness). This is the notion of happiness with which Sumner is
principally concerned,
that in which you are (have been) happy or your life is (has been) a happy one. Being happy in this sense means
having a certain kind of positive attitude toward your life, which in its fullest form has both a cognitive and an
affective component. The cognitive aspect of happiness consists in a positive evaluation of the conditions of
your life, a judgement that, at least on balance, it measures up favourably against your standards or
expectations. This evaluation may be global, covering all of the important sectors of your life, or it may focus on
one in particular (your work, say, or your family). In either case, it represents an affirmation or endorsement of
(some or all of) the conditions or circumstances of your life, a judgement that, on balance and taking everything
into account, your life is going well for you.
Clearly this sort of prudential stocktaking is possible only for creatures capable of assessing their lives as wholes,
either at a time or over some extended period of time. The cognitive component of [this kind of] happiness is
therefore beyond the range of many subjects-of-a-life, such as small children and non-human animals.
However, there is more involved in being happy than being disposed to think that your life is going (or has gone)
well. The affective side of happiness consists in what we commonly call a sense of well-being: finding your life
enriching or rewarding, or feeling satisfied or fulfilled by it. Because it is less cognitively demanding than a
judgement about how one’s life is going as a whole, it is what we have in mind when we say that a child or an
animal is happy, or is leading a happy life19.
[WHE, 145-146.]

“Being [‘4th kind’] unhappy [in the case of ‘paradigm human subjects’, i.e. adult human beings of at least
‘average’ intelligence and ‘normal’ psychological make-up] is therefore a matter both of evaluating your life (or
some part of it) negatively, as failing to meet your standards for it, and of experiencing it as unsatisfying or
unfulfilling” (WHE, ch. 6, fn. 4; my emphases).
5.

19

Sumner defines ‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness (for ‘paradigm human subjects’) as (merely) logically opposed
(rather than mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive), so that (for example) the negation of both of the ‘truth
conditions’ for ‘4th kind’ happiness (i.e. positive cognitive evaluation plus affective satisfaction) amounts to
affirmation of both of the ‘truth conditions’ for ‘4th kind’ unhappiness (i.e. negative cognitive evaluation plus
affective dissatisfaction). However, in the event of positive cognitive evaluation coupled with affective
dissatisfaction, or vice versa, or a combination of a neutral cognitive evaluation with unvalenced affect, neither
set of ‘truth conditions’ are satisfied, and a ‘paradigm subject’ is neither ‘4th kind’ happy or unhappy20. This
(seeming) lacuna is ostensibly a problem for Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’21. If welfare (under
Sumner’s theory of it) is ‘authentic [‘4th kind’] happiness’, but a ‘paradigm subject’ can be found to be neither ‘4th
kind’ happy or unhappy, then the subject’s ‘essential’ well-being cannot be determined; see paragraph
[2.2.2.12.]22.

A point Sumner makes I think to avoid ‘4th kind’ happiness collapsing into ‘3rd kind’ happiness for small children, and non-human animals.
As noted by Badhwar 2016, 311. The possibility of a ‘neutral’ (prudential) value for a life at a given point-in-time or over time under Sumner’s
welfare theoretic system (i.e. the absence of both ‘life satisfaction’ and ‘life dissatisfaction’) is discussed in Sumner 2020, 420-421.
21 It’s also a problem for the received view of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’. If Sumner really believes that welfare subjects can aspire
only to the ‘essential’ well-being of ‘authentic [‘4th kind’] happiness’ (as the received view of WHE would have it), why then does Sumner
conceptualise it in a way which permits its indeterminacy? This seems odd given Sumner’s attention-to-detail and argumentative clarity (as
noted in the various reviews of WHE summarised in section [1.3.]), and the ‘generality’ (completeness) criterion of his test of ‘descriptive
adequacy’. Why then does Sumner permit this rather obvious lacuna? [Because, in truth, there is no lacuna: as I believe Sumner was aware at
the time of writing WHE and as this paper argues, the indeterminacy of ‘essential’ well-being in a welfare subject’s life does not preclude their
experience or enjoyment of ‘phenomenal’ well-being, which is still a form of welfare worth experiencing/having; see subsection [2.2.5.].]
22 However, that subject’s ‘phenomenal’ well-being, inclusive of the subject’s self-assessment of it, can still be determined from the epistemic
standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor; see subsection [2.2.5.].
20
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[2.2.1.4.] Sumner argues that ‘4th kind’ happiness is best understood by comparing it with the other three kinds. For
starters, you can be happy ‘with’ or ‘about’ a great many things, without the frequency and/or intensity of episodes
of ‘1st kind’ happiness correlating linearly with ‘4th kind’ happiness. The only interesting overlap between ‘1st kind’
and ‘4th kind’ happiness is “when what you are happy with is your life as a whole (or some significant part of it). But
even here more is involved in being [‘4th kind’] happy than the bare positive evaluation; you must also experience
your life as satisfying or fulfilling” (WHE, 146; my emphases).
[2.2.1.5.] Sumner identifies no straightforward relationship between ‘4th kind’ happiness and episodes of ‘2nd kind’
happiness. “The latter are related to the former as its contingent sources or ingredients: they will tend to make a life
a [‘4th kind’] happier one, but they are not necessary for [‘4th kind’] happiness” (WHE, 146).
[2.2.1.6.] Similarly, ‘3rd kind’ happiness is also not required for ‘4th kind’ happiness because “[even] if one is
predisposed [toward ‘3rd kind’ unhappiness, like being] gloomy and sour … [so that the] occurrent feelings [of ‘2nd
kind’ unhappiness] contribute toward making us [‘4th kind’] unhappy … they may be counterbalanced by other
factors, such as a sense of hope or purpose” (WHE, 146).
[2.2.1.7.] Sumner observes that ‘2nd kind’ and ‘4th kind’ happiness are linked by a particular ‘feeling tone’.
What being [‘4th kind’] happy shares with feeling [‘2nd kind’] happy is its affective component – the experience of
something (in this case your life as a whole or some important sector of it) as worthwhile or rewarding. There is no
sharp distinction between them. Feelings of [‘2nd kind’] happiness (especially intense ones) are generally short-lived, but
they are capable (at least in principle) of enduring for some time, at which point they become difficult to distinguish
from a settled sense of satisfaction with the conditions of one’s life.
[WHE, 147; my emphases.]

[2.2.1.8.] Contemplating the various ‘kinds’ of happiness (or unhappiness) we can experience, it’s clear that, for
Sumner, the relationship between enjoyment/suffering and happiness/unhappiness depends on the kind of
happiness or unhappiness we have in mind.
[2.2.1.9.] There need be no necessary relationship between ‘enjoying’ something, and being ‘happy’ with or about it
(as it follows that if you are ‘enjoying’ something you are also ‘happy’ with it, but the converse need not hold, as the
range of things about which we can be ‘1st kind’ happy is much broader than the range of things we find experientially
agreeable or rewarding for their own sake).
[2.2.1.10.] ‘2nd kind’ happiness is much more closely related to enjoyment, in that “a feeling of happiness is an
occurrent (attitudinal and affective) response to (what you perceive as) the conditions of your life – one which is
generally episodic, with a fairly definite duration” (WHE, 147) (although, unlike enjoyment and ‘1st kind’ happiness,
feelings of ‘2nd kind’ happiness require no ‘intentional object’; and while the notion of enjoyment “may be adequate
for capturing many happy feelings, it seems much too tepid for the heights of rapture or bliss”; ibid.).
[2.2.1.11.] ‘3rd kind’ happiness generally reduces to ‘2nd kind’ happiness (so that one’s disposition gives rise to certain
affective tendencies, which then manifest as occurrent feelings in the domain of ‘2nd kind’ happiness).
[2.2.1.12.] Sumner then asks: but what of the relationship between ‘enjoyment’ and ‘4th kind’ happiness? (i.e. the
leading of a happy life overall, which the classical hedonists identified with an existence typified by ‘enjoyments’
rather than ‘suffering’). Were the classical hedonists right?
[2.2.1.13.] Sumner argues that
enjoyment and suffering are still too episodic, too tied to experiences of specific activities or conditions, to be
identifiable with [‘4th kind’] happiness and unhappiness. … [T]here is no algorithm for computing your level of [‘4 th kind’]
happiness from the intensity or duration of your particular enjoyments or sufferings. … [E]njoyments and sufferings are
typical sources of [‘4th kind’] happiness and unhappiness … [but] success or failure in the pursuit of your aims count as
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well. The desire theory [goes] wrong by treating desire-satisfaction not as one important source of well-being but as
constituent of its nature. Hedonism, even [an] improved version which takes enjoyment and suffering as its central
notions, likewise confuses an important source of [‘4th kind’] happiness with its nature.
[WHE, 148.]

[2.2.1.14.] For Sumner, enjoyment and ‘4th kind’ happiness come closest to converging when it’s your whole life (as a
‘receptacle’ or ‘container’ for prudential value23) that your attitude of ‘enjoyment’ is directed toward, either now or
over time. But these notions still don’t quite converge, because enjoyment understates the judgemental component
of ‘4th kind’ happiness for those welfare subjects capable of such prudential evaluations, and fails even to capture the
full range of the affective dimension of ‘4th kind’ happiness, “which can extend from bare contentment to deep
fulfilment. Enjoyment is simply too mild to cover the more intense regions of this scale. … We will do better at
locating the attitudes we are seeking here if we shift from the notion of enjoyment to something like satisfaction or
fulfilment … not desire-satisfaction [because of the logical gap between fulfilment of your desires, and your fulfilment]
but personal or life satisfaction” (WHE, 148-149; my emphasis on the phrase ‘this scale’).
[2.2.1.15.] In the remainder of section 6.1 of WHE, Sumner discusses the emergence of the concept of happiness as
‘life satisfaction’ within what he calls ‘the social indicators movement’ (itself borne of increasing dissatisfaction
among social scientists with objectivist notions and measures of ‘economic welfare’ masquerading as broader
welfare, and culminating in research programs directed toward identifying those objective or subjective indicators of
well-being most closely correlated with the observed phenomena of broader well-being; WHE, 149-151).
[2.2.1.16.] Over time, and in response to weak correlations between readings on objective indicators of well-being or
‘quality of life’ and the reports made by welfare subjects themselves about their ‘overall’ well-being, the ‘social
indicators movement’ has turned increasingly to subjective indicators (with a consequent improvement in correlations
between readings on such indicators and ‘summative’ welfare assessments made by welfare subjects; WHE, 151153)24.
[2.2.1.17.] This shift toward subjective indicators of well-being in the ‘social indicators movement’
… reflects a number of assumptions, implicit or explicit: (1) that welfare is subjective, (2) that it is either identical with or
at least closely related to [‘4th kind’] happiness, (3) that [‘4th kind’] happiness consists in life satisfaction, and (4) that
people’s self-assessments provide the most reliable measure of how satisfied they are with their lives, or with particular
sectors of their lives. We have by now [in the argument of the book to this point] ample reason to accept (1), and the
earlier part of [section 6.1 of the book] has made a case for (3). What about (4)? Are people generally reliable
informants about their own levels of [‘4 th kind’] happiness or life satisfaction?
[WHE, 153.]

[2.2.1.18.] To which Sumner’s answer is: typically, though not always (as respondents can misapprehend the
questions they’re being asked, or choose to answer them insincerely, or provide answers which are coloured by
transitory moods or other short-run affective and/or conative factors; WHE, 153-155). Sumner concludes that these
epistemological issues can be managed or overcome in the context of ‘life satisfaction’ research; but more
importantly for Sumner’s theory of welfare’s nature, Sumner argues that we’re already aware of and know how to
handle these sources of informational bias or misrepresentation in our everyday welfare assessments of other
welfare subjects. These assessments range from those we undertake in considerable detail for ‘social others’ to
whom we’re intimately connected, to those we undertake relatively superficially for ‘social others’ identifiable to us
as fellow members of our moral community, but who are otherwise complete strangers (WHE, 155-156). The
practiced ease with which we routinely undertake these assessments (and regularly get them right) stems from the
fact that (confirming Sumner’s methodological device of ‘descriptive adequacy’): we already know about the various
‘kinds’ of happiness and their preanalytic relationship to well-being. We can therefore tell from a multitude of
‘outward signs’ or (readily objectively ascertainable) indicators whether the appearance or manifestation (of various
23

Rather than as a diachronic ‘narrative’ of experiences of welfare/’illfare’. The distinction between one's 'whole life' conceived of as (a)
individual and/or interrelated 'episodes' in an overarching welfare 'story', versus (b) a 'receptacle' or 'container' for prudential value, will be
used to rebut Feldman’s criticisms (2008, 2010) of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ in a follow-up paper.
24 See also Kesebir and Diener 2008.
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‘kinds’) of happiness provide a tolerably reliable guide to its inner attainment as a welfare subject’s attitude toward
their life as a whole or in key sectors (and thus, via welfare’s subjectivity, actual or ‘essential’ well-being). Our
preanalytic convictions about the correlation of outward indicators of happiness/unhappiness with the inner
experience of subjective well-being or ill-being is a large part of why “[subjectivists] in the social indicators movement
think that their data measure not merely the [‘4th kind’] happiness or life satisfaction of their subjects but their
welfare as well …” (WHE, 156; my emphasis).
[2.2.1.19.] So: we already know that different sources of instrumental or intrinsic well-being make different people
differently happy, which they can indicate to ‘social others’ in a wide variety of ways. We also already know what
happiness feels like subjectively, and what it broadly looks like when it’s being experienced by others. The significance
of Sumner’s choice of happiness as the focal variable for his account of welfare’s nature is its ready comprehensibility
to, and communicability between, welfare subjects who share a vocabulary and ‘ordinary concept’ of welfare (as
‘moral agents’ and ‘moral patients’ in a shared moral community, per paragraph [2.2.3.7.]). Why Sumner would
choose a focal variable that so readily lends itself to supporting interpersonal comparisons and second- and thirdperson assessments of well-being will become clear in the following subsections of this paper. For now, it’s enough
to note the stark discrepancy between the received view of Sumner’s theory of welfare’s nature as essentially
‘solipsistic’, and his choice of a focal variable for its assessment (i.e. happiness) that is so firmly rooted in the
reflexivity and intersubjectivity which is constitutive of our ‘social reality’ (see Berger and Luckmann 1985 and
Bourdieu 1990), and also definitive of our everyday experience and ‘ordinary concept’ of what welfare is.
[2.2.2.] ‘Defeasibility’ of self-assessed welfare: by whom? On what grounds?
[2.2.2.1.] The second ‘clue’ as to the wrongness of the received view of Sumner’s theory of welfare is the defeasibility
of self-assessments of well-being. Let’s start by looking more closely at what Sumner says on this point in WHE.
[2.2.2.2.] Sumner begins section 6.2 of WHE (entitled ‘Authenticity and Autonomy’) thusly: “So far we know that
happiness, or life satisfaction, is a positive cognitive/affective response on the part of a subject to (some or all of) the
conditions or circumstances of her life. What remains to be decided is what all of this has to do with well-being. The
simplest relationship between happiness and welfare would … be identity … . However, there are two serious
impediments in the way of accepting this assumption” (WHE, 156; my emphasis).
[2.2.2.3.] The first is the possibility of mistake, either through factual error, or (self-)deception. So, “[i]f we identify
well-being with happiness, and if we treat happiness solely as a function of a subject’s experience of her life, then the
result will be a mental state theory of welfare [which] will … assess a subject’s well-being entirely ‘from the inside’
with no reference to the actual conditions of her life. … [T]his simple identification of welfare with happiness – of
well-being with ‘perceived well-being’ – must be rejected” (WHE, 156-157).
[2.2.2.4.] After considering, and rejecting, a number of ways in which a subject’s assessment of the conditions or
circumstances of her life could be appropriately ‘informed’ so as to avoid a purely ‘mental state theory of welfare’
(WHE, 157-161), Sumner asks then answers the following question:
… [W]hen is (more) information relevant? The obvious answer, on a subjective account, is: whenever it would make a
difference to a subject’s affective response to her life, given her priorities. … The problem with reality or justification
requirements is that they impose uniform discount rates on everyone alike: happiness has no prudential payoff unless
fully informed, or is discounted at a steady rate as it becomes less informed. The relevance of information for a person’s
well-being is a personal matter to be decided by personal priorities; there is here no authoritative public standard. Still,
the problem remains that the self-assessments which individuals report cannot merely be taken at face value; we need
to know whether they are authentic. The best way to capture the conditions they must satisfy is to say that they are
defeasible – that is, they are authoritative unless we have some reason to think that they do not reflect the individual’s
own deepest priorities. Where someone’s endorsement of his life is factually uninformed, or misinformed, that gives us
one reason for doubting its authority (whether it is a sufficient reason depends on whether the endorsement will, or
would, survive the acquisition of the missing information).
[WHE, 160-161; my emphases on the phrases ‘no authoritative public standard’
and ‘unless we have some reason’, and the words ‘sufficient’ and ‘missing’.]
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[2.2.2.5.] “Factual error is not, however, the only possible reason for questioning the prudential authority of selfassessments [of well-being], nor is it the most important” (WHE, 161). The malleability of personal preferences (or
‘values’, or ‘priorities’, or ‘aims’, or ‘goals’) as pointed out by Amartya Sen (in a famous passage25) means that we
can’t simply take for granted that what welfare subjects say matters to them isn’t in fact a product of some form of
domination (to which they’ve accommodated themselves by ‘adjusting down’ their expectations of life), or
indoctrination (which perverts the development of self in ways that implicitly limit or proscribe such expectations).
This problem cannot be met by merely stressing the cognitive/judgemental aspect of happiness, since the extent to
which people endorse the conditions of their lives will depend on their expectations for themselves, which are
notoriously subject to external manipulation through mechanisms of conditioning, indoctrination, or socialisation.
Clearly the requirement that endorsement be empirically informed will not suffice to exclude these social influences on
the standards by which people judge how well their lives are going; the problem here is rooted not in the adequacy of
people’s factual information but in the malleability of their personal values. There seems to be nothing in [Sumner’s]
theory so far which would rule out finding fulfilment in forms of life which are trivial or exploitative or demeaning.
[WHE, 162.]

[2.2.2.6.] Like with the ‘information requirement’ for authenticity of self-assessments of welfare, Sumner reviews,
and rejects, various approaches to requiring that the attitudes by which a subject self-assesses her welfare be truly
her own (WHE, 162-171), concluding that
… neither of the currently dominant theories about the nature of autonomy is self-sufficient. … However the details of a
fully adequate view [of ‘autonomy’] are worked out in the end, the implications for our theory of welfare are clear. Selfassessments of happiness or life satisfaction are suspect (as measures of well-being) when there is good reason to
suspect that they have been influenced by autonomy-subverting mechanisms of social conditioning, such as
indoctrination, programming, brainwashing, role scripting, and the like26. Since these are all socialisation processes, and
since we are all historically embedded selves, the practical question becomes how much emancipation from her
background and social conditions a subject must exhibit in order for her self-assessment to be taken at face value. As in
the case of the information requirement, the best strategy here is [simply] to treat subjects’ reports of their level of life
satisfaction as defeasible – that is, authoritative unless there is evidence that they are non-autonomous.
[WHE, 170-171; my emphases.]

[2.2.2.7.] The subjectivity of well-being (see paragraph [2.2.1.2.]) necessarily makes a welfare subject’s selfassessment of it, under the right conditions, determinative of it as well.
On a subjective theory, individuals are the ultimate authorities concerning their own welfare. Their self-assessments are
therefore determinative of their well-being unless they can be shown to be inauthentic, i.e. not truly theirs. The
requirements that these assessments be informed and autonomous spell out the conditions of authenticity. A person’s
own view of her life satisfaction carries an initial presumption of authenticity, and thus of authority. It can be mistaken,
or even deeply distorted. But it must be shown to be so before we have any ground for discounting it.
[WHE, 171; my emphases.]

[2.2.2.8.] Sumner argues that his authenticity conditions for self-assessments of welfare (see point (4) of paragraph
[1.2.1.]) “thus enables [his] happiness theory [of it] to make better sense of at least many of our judgements about
well-being”, so that it is “’something in between’ hedonism and the desire theory – more reality-based than the
former and more experience-based than the latter” (op. cit.). This is important because Sumner concludes, following
his analyses in Chapter 4 (‘Hedonism’) and Chapter 5 (‘The Desire Theory’) of WHE, that neither of these types of
subjective accounts of welfare are adequate to its nature. However, several exponents of the received view (LeBar
2004, 198-199; Bognar 2010, 280; Tupa 2010, 46) seem to accept that Sumner’s ‘subjectivism’ about welfare is so
25

Reproduced in WHE (66):
A person who has had a life of misfortune, with very little opportunities, and rather little hope, may be more easily reconciled to deprivation than
others reared in more fortunate and affluent circumstances. The metric of happiness may, therefore, distort the extent of deprivation, in a specific
and biased way. The hopeless beggar, the precarious landless labourer, the dominated housewife, the hardened unemployed or the over-exhausted
coolie may all take pleasures in small mercies, and manage to suppress intense suffering for the necessity of continuing survival, but it would be
ethically deeply mistaken to attach a correspondingly small value to the loss of their well-being because of this survival strategy.

26

Such that a subject’s personal values are heteronomous (‘subject to a law or standard external to oneself’: WHE, 166).
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extreme that Sumner believes the well-being of welfare subjects to be unknowable in the event that their selfassessments are rendered ‘inauthentic’. Indeed, Bognar (2010, 280) cites the latter of the following statements from
Chapter 7 of WHE as proof of Sumner’s belief in the unknowability of welfare under conditions of inauthenticity (and,
therefore, of the ‘extreme subjectivism’ of Sumner’s theory of welfare more broadly).
[2.2.2.9.] “A person’s endorsement of the conditions of her life is determinative of her well-being only when that
endorsement is authentic, and it is authentic only when it is autonomous. In the absence of autonomy, a person’s
welfare is indeterminate or unknowable. Fostering autonomy is therefore necessary, not only as one particular way
of enhancing people’s welfare, but also as a condition of knowing wherein their welfare consists” (WHE, 205; my
emphases). Which means, by extension, “… where the social conditions for the autonomous adoption of personal
values are lacking, we cannot know wherein people’s well-being consists” (WHE, 219; my emphasis).
[2.2.2.10.] As resolutely subjective as the above statements seem, they simply reflect Sumner’s position on the
ontology of welfare (i.e. what well-being is as a ‘thing’). That position is a necessary corollary of the argument he
makes for the fundamental (and inescapable) subjectivity of welfare (defined below in the ‘settings’ of axiological
evaluation of the prudential value of a life, versus existential assessment of the conditions or circumstances of a life,
and the prudential value derived from direct experiences of well-being).
There are many ways in which a life can be a good life [from outside that life]; being high in prudential value is only one
of them. What distinguishes welfare from all other modes of value is its reference to the proprietor of the life in
question: although your life may be going well in many respects, it is prudentially valuable [to you as that life’s
proprietor] only if it is going well for you. This subject-relativity is an essential feature of our ordinary concept of
welfare. … Among the modes of value which can belong to individual lives, welfare stands out by virtue of incorporating
an internal reference to its bearer.
[WHE, 42; my emphasis on the phrase ‘modes of value’.]
What is crucial [on a subjective account of welfare] is that you are the proprietor or manager of a set of attitudes, both
positive and negative, toward the conditions of your life. It is these attitudes which constitute the standpoint from
which these conditions can be assessed as good or bad for you [including under ‘second-person’ assessments of welfare].
It follows on this sort of account that a welfare subject in the merely grammatical sense – an individual with a distinct
welfare – must also be a subject in a more robust sense – the locus of a reasonably unified and continuous mental life.
Prudential value is therefore perspectival because it literally takes the point of view of the subject. Welfare is subjectrelative because it is subjective.
[WHE, 42-43; my emphases on the word ‘conditions’, and ‘because’.]

[2.2.2.11.] Welfare’s subjectivity is, however, neither trivial nor analytic, for “[a]ll we are given by the concept of
prudential value is its characteristically positional or perspectival character; the claim that this is rooted in its
subjectivity is a substantive thesis, analogous to the equally substantive thesis that causation is a matter of regular
succession. … The thesis that welfare is subjective is therefore not merely a reaffirmation of the fact that it is subjectrelative; instead, it is a putative interpretation or explanation of this fact” (WHE, 43; my emphases).
[2.2.2.12.] So, for Sumner, individual welfare is instantiated or known only when an adequately informed and
adequately autonomous welfare subject makes a self-assessment of their well-being (in terms of their ‘4th kind’
happiness or unhappiness, in an axiological and/or existential setting; see paragraph [2.2.2.10.]). Under requisite
conditions of authenticity, a self-assessment of (axiological and/or existential) happiness or unhappiness is
authoritative (and must be treated as such by any and all ‘moral agents’) because it is:
1.

27

(ontologically) ‘essential’27 (i.e. the intrinsic value or ‘goodness’ of the life of a welfare subject for them is, and by
the very nature of welfare’s subjectivity, can only be, as it is authentically determined by the welfare subject
themselves);

Or a ‘thing-as-it-is’, when what’s being referred to is the self-assessed well-being of an adequately informed and adequately autonomous
welfare subject (who is thereby an ‘authoritative welfare assessor’; see paragraph [2.2.2.12.]).
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2.

(epistemologically) ‘factual’ (and so recordable for/communicable to others via ‘life satisfaction’ surveys or other
similarly in-depth methods of investigation, but also able to be conveyed less formally, such as via the various
‘kinds’ of happiness as indicators of well-being); and

3.

(phenomenologically) ‘actual’ (and so confirmable by a welfare subject to ‘moral agents’ who stand in a secondor third-person relationship to that welfare subject).

[2.2.3.] Different welfare assessments for different welfare contexts
[2.2.3.1.] In the absence of the requisite conditions of authenticity, however, what can be said by anyone about the
well-being of a welfare subject according to Sumner’s account of welfare’s nature, including the welfare subject
themselves? Assessments of that welfare subject’s well-being will still be required, in various welfare assessment
contexts, in accordance with our ‘ordinary concept’ and experience of welfare. Does Sumner really mean that
‘inauthentic welfare’ = ‘unknowable welfare’ in all such contexts? And, if Sumner does mean this: doesn’t his
‘happiness theory of welfare’ thereby fail his own test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ for theories of welfare?
[2.2.3.2.] But of course Sumner doesn’t mean this, as is demonstrated by his awareness (i) of the range and
complexity of welfare assessments we can be called upon to undertake (including of non-human welfare subjects),
and (ii) that the informational demands to be met for these assessments are contextually given.
… [A] theory of welfare … should give us truth conditions for all of the different sorts of welfare assessments we make. …
No set of truth conditions for welfare assessments is complete unless it covers all … categories of [such] judgement[s] –
positive and negative, of fixed levels, and changes in level. Furthermore, it must also be able to sustain the rough
discriminations of extent or degree which we make in all of them. A theory of welfare must therefore tell us what it is for
one person to be much better or worse off than another, or for a particular benefit or harm to be only slight or
negligible. We will discard as incomplete any theory which supports some of these modes of assessment, but can make
no sense of others.
[WHE, 13-14; my emphases.]

[2.2.3.3.] One major ‘class’ of welfare assessments we undertake is of the welfare of ‘social others’. Where the ‘social
other’ to be assessed is close to us (such as a family member or friend), we can refer to these as ‘second-person’
assessments (i.e. our epistemic vantage point on the relevant ‘social other’ is superior to that of a mere stranger, who
would stand in a ‘third-person’ relationship to the ‘social other’ that we know relatively intimately).
… [P]eople’s self-assessments tend to be reliable when they are relevant, sincere, and considered. … [I]t is never possible
to eliminate all sources of bias or distortion in self-reporting. But it is also worth keeping in mind that in determining
how happy people are we are not solely dependent on what they say. We can also refer to behavioural signs (happy
people tend to act happy) as well as second-person assessments by knowledgeable others (happy people tend to look
happy to their friends and relations). In the case of very young children, as well as non-human animals, we have nothing
but this non-verbal information on which to rely. … [Nevertheless] … we have a reasonably high level of confidence in
our ability to determine how happy (or unhappy) subjects are. There is no reason of principle to think that this
confidence is misplaced, any more than our similar confidence in our ability to determine what subjects want or believe
on the basis of what they say and do. The real philosophical problems lie elsewhere, not in reliance on subjects as
authoritative sources concerning their own happiness but in the bearing of this information on an assessment of their
well-being.
[WHE, 155-156; my emphasis.]

[2.2.3.4.] We can also be called upon to determine our welfare now in light of a reassessment of what really
transpired in the past.
When we reassess our lives in retrospect, and from a superior epistemic vantage point, there is no right answer to the
question of what our reaction should be – that is surely up to us. Because a reality requirement [for ‘authenticity’ of selfassessments of well-being] stipulates a right answer – any happiness based on illusion can make no intrinsic contribution
to our well-being – it must be rejected as presumptuously dogmatic. It seems even more dogmatic from a third-person
standpoint: who are we to dictate that the solace someone finds in a comforting fantasy should count for nothing?
[WHE, 158-159; my emphasis on the phrase ‘from a third-person standpoint’.]
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[2.2.3.5.] In undertaking our ‘second-person’ assessments of the welfare of (close) ‘social others’, there are clear
limits to that epistemic vantage point (which are a direct consequence of the subjectivity of welfare).
When we undertake a retrospective reassessment of our lives we still judge the earlier part from the vantage point of
our later standards. Thus from the first-person standpoint the question never arises of the bearing on our well-being of
values which, however objectively ‘correct’, we never accept. To raise this question we need to take a second-person
point of view on someone else’s life. So suppose that your son decides to train for the priesthood, or join a rock band, or
do something else which you, being more mature and enlightened, know to be objectively worthless. Is his life going
worse for him during this period because of your knowledge of its lack of independent value? To say so seems incredibly
presumptuous; surely that is a judgement which must be left for him (someday) to make.
[WHE, 166; my emphasis on the phrase ‘a second-person point of view’.]

[2.2.3.6.] The great diversity of welfare assessments we’re required to undertake (including of non-human welfare
subjects) goes hand-in-hand with the variety of their contextually given informational demands.
… [A] theory of welfare must be general or complete, by virtue of covering all of the different sorts of welfare assessments
we make … [like] those which situate a subject at some particular welfare level and those which chart a subject’s gains or
losses (movement from level to level). … Our everyday welfare assessments also include interpersonal comparisons, both
of levels of well-being and of gains and losses. … How these various kinds of comparisons are to be interpreted and
supported is too large a topic to be dealt with adequately here. … Ordinary people always seem to have managed them
easily on a daily basis. What we rely on in the straightforward cases is a rich vein of information, both verbal and nonverbal, about the way other people’s lives are going for them. The hard cases are ones … [where] we find the other
relatively opaque, as when we attempt to compare ourselves with members of very different cultures or with people
who have serious mental or physical disabilities. Where we are unable to represent to ourselves how the life of the other
is for him, from the inside, then we may be at a loss to decide whether that life is better or worse, for him, than ours is
for us.
The problem of opacity is exacerbated when we move beyond the realm of human subjects … .
[WHE, 177-178; my emphases.]

[2.2.3.7.] The ultimate point of all these welfare assessments is to enable ‘moral agents’ to act ethically toward ‘moral
patients’ in a moral community they share as fellow welfare subjects.
Welfarism also gives a credible account … of the conditions under which [ethics] is both possible and necessary. These
conditions are … (1) a set of moral agents who possess the requisite rationality and autonomy to recognise and act on
moral reasons, thus to regulate their lives by means of ethical standards, and (2) a set of moral patients who must be
taken into account in the deliberations of moral agents. Welfarism … give[s] us a criterion of moral standing for
determining who qualifies as a moral patient. To have moral standing is to count or matter morally in one’s own right or
for one’s own sake. Welfarism entails that moral standing is shared by all creatures with a welfare, thus (on the
happiness theory) all sentient creatures.
[WHE, 192.]
Moral considerations matter because it matters how well lives are going, and how well the lives of other [sentient]
creatures are going must matter to us because it matters (from the inside) to those [sentient] creatures.
[WHE, 217.]

[2.2.3.8.] The list of welfare assessment contexts to which Sumner either directly refers or alludes in the above
excerpts is obviously far from complete. Recall however the following quote from WHE: “Determining just how well
the happiness theory fits our many preanalytic judgements about welfare would be a complex, and probably endless,
task. However, it is possible to point to the ways in which its fit is superior to that of its subjective rivals. … Being
‘something in between’ hedonism and the desire theory – more reality-based than the former and more experiencebased than the latter – thus enables the happiness theory to make better sense of at least many of our judgements
about well-being” (op. cit.; my emphases).
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[2.2.3.9.] So, in keeping with ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy, Sumner leaves it up to the reader to
elaborate his theory of welfare to cover those welfare assessment contexts about which he’s not explicit (but of
which he’s clearly aware, and for which he’s given us the conceptual ‘building blocks’ to undertake said elaborations
so as to “[yield] determinate results where the application of [a] concept is vague”, per point (6c) of paragraph
[1.2.1.]). In undertaking such elaborations, we can fall back on point (6) of ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy
(see paragraph [1.1.2.]) to provide us with a ‘success criterion’ for our efforts (i.e. that the extent to which our
elaborations accord with the independently plausible view of welfare encapsulated by Sumner’s test of 'descriptive
adequacy' will 'strengthen the case for [Sumner’s] theory [of welfare]', thus providing us with a 'confirming indication'
of the elaborated theory’s defensibility).
[2.2.3.10.] We can start our elaborations with the following question: what is the epistemic status of a welfare
subject’s self-assessment of their well-being where the requisite conditions of authenticity are absent? But then:
when, exactly, are they absent? For example, in relation to Sumner’s ‘information requirement’, because it
deliberately eschews complete or ‘perfect’ information, and instead embraces (merely) ‘adequate’ information
(determined according to a welfare subject’s own preferences), in what circumstances is the information a welfare
subject has enough or ‘sufficient’ for their self-assessment of welfare to be ‘authentic’? Similarly, in relation to
Sumner’s ‘autonomy requirement’, how much of what kind of autonomy is enough or ‘sufficient’ for someone
undertaking a second- or third-person assessment of a welfare subject’s well-being to conclude that the welfare
subject’s preferences aren’t truly their own?
[2.2.3.11.] The answer provided by Sumner for both cases is the same: the ‘initially presumed’ authoritativeness of
welfare self-assessments (per paragraph [2.2.2.7.]) can be defeased during a second- or third-person assessment of a
welfare subject’s well-being once the ‘moral agent’ undertaking the assessment is satisfied that:
1.

"someone's endorsement of his life is factually uninformed, or misinformed" (WHE, 161); or

2.

self-assessments are "suspect ... [because] there is good reason to suspect that [they] have been influenced by
autonomy-subverting mechanisms" (WHE, 171); or

3.

"there is evidence that [self-assessments] are non-autonomous" (ibid.); or

4.

"... [a] person's own view of her life satisfaction ... [can] be shown to be [mistaken, or even deeply distorted] ...
[thereby giving us grounds] for discounting it" (ibid.).

Which raises a follow-up question (to the earlier one of the epistemic status of a defeased self-assessment of wellbeing): from whence come the evidentiary standards sufficient for defeasing a welfare subject’s otherwise
presumptively authoritative self-assessment of their well-being?
[2.2.3.12.] The answers to both of these questions lie in the epistemological relationship between ‘subjectivity’ (in the
‘primitive’ sense of the term elucidated by Sumner in Chapter 2 of WHE, as ‘mind-dependency’ of perception) and the
external world (including our ‘social reality’ and related ontology of welfare). To illustrate this relationship, Sumner
uses the analogy of our perception of the colour ‘red’ as a ‘secondary quality’ of that colour’s otherwise ‘primary’
existence in the world outside our apprehension of it:
… to say that colour and sound are secondary qualities is to say that they are powers or dispositions on the part of
objects with certain primary qualities to arouse certain experiences in certain circumstances on the part of creatures
with a certain perceptual apparatus. The placeholding ‘certains’ in this general formula will need to be filled out in
different ways for each allegedly secondary quality. … The case of [the] colour [‘red’] serves to illustrate that a subjective
analysis of any natural property will need to furnish values for four distinct variables: (1) some objective characteristic of
things [‘variable #1’] by virtue of which they evoke (2) some mode of experience [‘variable #2’] on the part of (3) some
reference group of subjects [‘variable #3’] under (4) some set of normal conditions [‘variable #4’]. Where perceptual
properties are concerned the objective characteristic will be physical, the reference group will be human beings with the
standard sensory apparatus [for members of our species], the experience will be some mode of perception, and the
normal conditions will be those which ensure the absence of [perceptual] distortion. But the same four slots will be
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filled rather differently in the cases of those non-perceptual properties which have also seemed plausible candidates for
subjective analysis, properties such as boring, tempting, sublime, and funny.
[WHE, 34; my emphases.]

[2.2.3.13.] However, Sumner stresses that more than this ‘primitive’ form of subjectivity is required to have a distinct
or unique welfare, and to therefore be a ‘paradigm human subject’.
Welfare matters. On this much we all agree, at the very least when our own interest is at stake. Although most of us are
highly fallible managers of our personal affairs, we generally have a fairly definite sense of when things are going well or
badly for us, and a settled preference for the former condition over the latter. When we face the large decisions that
shape our lives – what to work at, whom to marry, where to live, whether to have children – we either make them
primarily with a view to our own well-being or, if not, come to regret this failing afterward. If the failing is persistent
then our lives do not merely go badly, they also cease in a real sense to be our lives. At that point we need to remind
ourselves that a certain degree of self-centredness is an indispensable condition for being a person or a subject in the
first place. Falling below this minimum [or ‘threshold’], having too little regard for one’s own good, is not a virtue but a
pathology, not altruism or saintliness but debasement or servility.
[WHE, 1-2; my emphases on the phrases ‘indispensable condition’ and ‘Falling below this minimum’.]

[2.2.4.] Welfare sources, and indicators
[2.2.4.1.] From the beginning of his account of welfare’s nature (in his discussion of the ‘formality’ criterion of
‘descriptive adequacy’ in Chapter 1 of WHE), Sumner acknowledges that there are a range of ‘goods’ (in the broadest
possible sense of the word) which are intrinsically prudentially valuable for us as human beings.
A theory [of welfare] … must not confuse the nature of well-being with its (direct or intrinsic) sources; it must offer us,
not (merely) a list of sources, but an account of what qualifies something (anything) to appear on that list. Of course,
having such an account in hand may be advantageous to us when we set about enumerating the particular conditions
which contribute to well-being (for some particular set of welfare subjects) … [b]ut the nature of welfare is one thing, its
various sources quite another.
[WHE, 16.]

[2.2.4.2.] By way of an aside on G.E. Moore’s (objectivist) ‘private ownership’ theory of welfare, Sumner expounds his
understanding of what ‘intrinsic value’ means in an axiological setting.
To say that something is intrinsically valuable is to say that it is valuable in itself or for its own sake; the contrast is with
instrumental value, which a thing has by virtue of leading to or bringing about something else which is valuable in its
own right. This distinction between the ultimate bearers of value and their causal antecedents cuts across the four
evaluative dimensions identified in [section 1.3 of Chapter 1 of WHE]; there seems every reason to think that prudential,
aesthetic, perfectionist, and ethical value can all be possessed by things either intrinsically or instrumentally.
[WHE, 48; my emphases.]

[2.2.4.3.] Sumner believes these ‘goods’ or sources of intrinsic well-being to be so fundamental to our experience of it
that they will be enumerated under any (objectivist or subjectivist) theory of welfare’s nature. For example, during
his critique of objectivist accounts of welfare, Sumner observes that what they usually give us is, instead, a list of
(some or all of) its various sources, “[w]hich is why Derek Parfit refers to this [theoretical] option as the Objective List
Theory (Parfit 1984, 4). But a list of virtues is not a theory of virtue, and a list of (human) goods is not a theory of
welfare” (WHE, ch. 3, fn. 1). Sumner cites an example of this approach in the work of David Brink:
… see Brink 1989, ch. 8, where … Brink, after rejecting the main forms of subjective theory, promises to sketch a
plausible objective theory but instead merely goes on to enumerate what he regards as ‘the primary components of
valuable lives’ (231). Since these components (‘reflective pursuit and realisation of agents’ reasonable projects and
certain personal and social relationships’) are likely to turn up on anyone’s roster of the (intrinsic) sources of (human)
well-being, including the subjectivist’s, we still require a formal account of what it is, on an objective theory, for
something to be such a source. At the level of lists, subjective and objective theories are indistinguishable.
[WHE, ch. 3, fn. 2; my emphasis.]
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[2.2.4.4.] Sumner makes the point again during his discussion of Amartya Sen’s ‘capabilities approach’. In relation to
‘functionings’ and the seeming incompleteness of Sen’s account of how they are constitutive of welfare in individual
cases, Sumner considers the possibility that Sen may not actually be offering an account of welfare’s nature as such28.
This may explain why Sen is content with, even proud of, the incompleteness in his account concerning the character of
the underlying valuations needed to pick out relevant or important functionings. If both subjective and objective
interpretations of this valuational exercise seem likely to yield roughly the same list of functionings, then anyone whose
interest lies primarily in social analysis need inquire no further. It is the peculiar burden of the philosopher to remain
unsatisfied until the foundational issue has been resolved.
[WHE, ch. 3, fn. 52; my emphasis.]

“As the materials for a normatively attractive account of the standard of living, the basic functionings and capabilities
on which [Sen] focuses have excellent credentials. Objectivity is no liability in an enumeration of the principal sources
of well-being, only in a theory about its nature” (WHE, 68; my emphasis).
[2.2.4.5.] In benchmarking his own ‘happiness theory of welfare’ against the various criteria of his test of ‘descriptive
adequacy’ for all such theories (WHE, 175-183), Sumner makes the strongest statement in WHE about the general
relationship between instrumental versus intrinsic sources of welfare, and the experience of it by particular ‘paradigm
human subjects’.
[T]he happiness theory offers … an account [of what makes something a source of well-being]: a condition of someone’s
life counts as an intrinsic source of well-being for her just in case she authentically endorses it, or finds it satisfying, for
its own sake. The subject-relativity of prudential value requires the reference to the subject’s own endorsement.
However, it does not prevent us from generalising over the conditions which will standardly be experienced as
intrinsically rewarding or fulfilling by creatures who share a common nature (such as us). The happiness theory is
therefore capable of generating a set of standard human goods: such items as health, mental and physical functioning,
enjoyment, personal achievement, knowledge or understanding, close personal relationships, personal liberty or
autonomy, a sense of self-worth, meaningful work, and leisure or play. These items should look familiar, since they
commonly turn up on the lists of human goods invoked by objectivists. Each of these goods has enormous instrumental
value for us, since each is the condition of realising many other goods in our lives (for one thing, the items on the list are
mutually interdependent). And each is something whose relative value in our lives may vary considerably from person
to person: you may place much greater store on achievement or success and less on maintaining close personal
relationships than I do. But for each item on the list it is plausible to say that everyone cares about it to some extent for
its own sake, thus that its presence in a life makes that life to some extent more satisfying or fulfilling, quite apart from
its instrumental value. If asked why it should be that just these goods achieve the status of intrinsic sources or
constituents of our well-being, the only intelligible answer is: because that is the kind of creatures we are.
[WHE, 180-181; my emphasis on the sentence starting with ‘These items should look familiar …’.]

Sumner goes on to note that “The analogous list of intrinsic prudential goods for members of other species will
likewise be determined by their nature” (WHE, ch. 6, fn. 53).
[2.2.4.6.] That particular ‘goods’ (again, in the broadest possible sense of the word) are/are likely to be instrumental
or intrinsic sources of well-being is indicated to us in a variety of ways (including, and most importantly, via the
multidimensional focal variable of happiness; see subsection [2.2.1.]). These indicators of welfare (WHE, 149-156,
163, 177-178) are understood to be so because members of a community of welfare subjects share an ‘ordinary
concept’ of what welfare is, not just as a feature of our (‘preanalytic’ or ‘pretheoretical’ or ‘preinterpretative’ or
‘prereflective’) intuitions or convictions or judgements (WHE, 6-7, 11, 12, 15, 19, 176), but as an extension of our
‘common-sense’ morality (WHE, 2-3), and our ‘common-sense’ psychology (WHE, 12-13, 18, 176, 182).
[2.2.4.7.] So, summarising subsections [2.2.1.] to [2.2.4.]): we already know that there are three ‘levels of inquiry’ into
welfare (regarding its nature, sources, and indicators thereof; see Sumner 2006b, 18-19 for more on these ‘levels of
inquiry’). We know at the level of welfare’s nature that it is the experience of a ‘kind’ of happiness or unhappiness
resulting from a ‘paradigm’ subject’s assessment of the conditions or circumstances of the life they’re leading as
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This possibility is explored at greater length in Sumner 2006b.
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‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ for them relative to their own preferences or dispositions29. We also know that our
experience of well-being is affected by various instrumental or intrinsic sources of it (rendered ‘standard’ for us by our
biology), and is communicable between welfare subjects in terms of gains or losses, and movements between levels,
as measured by various indicators (including, and most importantly, via the multidimensional focal variable of
happiness). What WHE and Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ tells us is
what the world must be like in order for [our ‘preanalytic’ or ‘pretheoretical’ or ‘preinterpretative’ or ‘prereflective’
intuitions or convictions or judgements] to be correct; it offers us truth conditions for them. Its degree of fit with our
ordinary experience will therefore be a function of the extent to which the truth conditions it offers can support and
systematise our intuitive assessments. A theory about the nature of welfare is a proposed interpretation of our
preanalytic convictions, and the best interpretation is the one which makes the best sense of those convictions.
[WHE, 10-11.]

[2.2.4.8.] This extends to us already knowing (based on our social ontology of welfare, and its related epistemology
and phenomenology) that, even though ‘sectoral’ versus ‘overall’ well-being is a subjective experience (see point (4)
of paragraph [2.2.1.3.], and paragraphs [2.2.1.4.], [2.2.1.7.] and [2.2.1.17.]), the various sources of these forms of
well-being (and also their related indicators) can be either subjectively or objectively defined and constructed (see
paragraphs [2.2.4.3.], [2.2.4.4.] and [2.2.4.5.]).
1.

Per Sumner’s discussion of ‘primary’ versus ‘secondary’ qualities of things (WHE, 32-34; see paragraph
[2.2.3.12.]), a subjective indicator qualifies and/or quantifies one or more properties of a welfare source whose
intrinsic or instrumental contribution to well-being or ill-being is dependent upon attitudes of favour or disfavour
by/in particular members of a class of welfare subjects. The particular prudential value of these properties is
therefore ‘subject-relative’, and ‘secondary’ (i.e. necessarily contingent upon their reception by a ‘perceiving
subject’). For example, human beings must consume proteins in foodstuffs for cellular regeneration and repair;
but whether those proteins are sourced from animal as opposed to exclusively vegetable products is a matter of
favour or disfavour for particular ‘paradigm human subjects’. So, whilst the availability of proteins per se is a
necessity for the continuation of human life, the availability of animal proteins is a ‘subjective indicator’ of wellbeing only for those ‘paradigm human subjects’ actually able or willing to consume them.

2.

An objective indicator, on the other hand, qualifies and/or quantifies one or more properties of a welfare source
whose intrinsic or instrumental contribution to well-being or ill-being is (to some extent) independent of
attitudes of favour or disfavour by/in all members of a class of welfare subjects (see paragraph [2.2.4.5.]). The
general prudential value of these properties is therefore ‘subject-neutral’, and ‘primary’ (i.e. not necessarily
contingent upon their reception by a ‘perceiving subject’). For example, regardless of attitudes of favour or
disfavour by/in ‘paradigm human subjects’ toward oxygen, or nourishing foodstuffs, or shelter, or good health,
or personal security, these (categorical) ‘goods’ are all necessities for the continuation of human life, so that
availability of any or all of these ‘goods’ are (to some extent) ‘objective indicators’ of well-being for all humans.

Whether a source of well-being is able to be represented by one or more subjective or objective indicators will of
course depend on how it relates to welfare’s (essentially subjective) nature. As a ‘rule-of-thumb’, where some source
of well-being is contributory toward its (likely) experience by all of the members in a class of welfare subjects (and is
thus instrumentally valuable in this way), rather than constitutive of the well-being of a particular member of that
class (and thus intrinsically valuable according to welfare’s subjectivity), that source is better suited to qualification
and/or quantification via objective indicators.
[2.2.5.] ‘Phenomenal’ well-being and the ‘defeasibility’ of welfare self-assessments
[2.2.5.1.] As noted by various proponents of the received view of Sumner’s theory of welfare as an extreme ‘state of
mind’ theory, one of our ‘preanalytic convictions’ is that, even if welfare is entirely subjective, we must still be able to
say something about welfare gains or losses, and movements between welfare levels, for welfare subjects in
situations where their otherwise presumptively authoritative self-assessments of well-being have been defeased
29

As ‘appetites’, or ‘inclinations’, or ‘tastes’, or ‘tendencies’ which are not (entirely) determined by cognitive responses to phenomenal stimuli.
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following evidence of their inauthenticity. However, the received view argues that, once a welfare subject’s
authoritative self-assessment of well-being has been defeased, Sumner’s theory can’t support second- or third-person
assessments of it (or accord any status to the welfare subject’s defeased self-assessment).
[2.2.5.2.] But, looking at various of the contexts for second- and third-person welfare assessments identified by
Sumner (see primarily paragraphs [2.2.3.3.] and [2.2.3.6.]), it is clear from his discussion of them that no prior
authoritative self-assessment of a welfare subject’s well-being is presumed or required to facilitate or enable them.
That this should be so is in keeping with what Sumner says about the ‘descriptive adequacy’ of theories of welfare
discussed at paragraph [2.2.3.2.] (namely, that “a theory of welfare … should give us truth conditions for all of the
different sorts of welfare assessments we make”, including those we make about the welfare of ‘social others’; op.
cit., my emphases).
[2.2.5.3.] Moreover, referring back to paragraphs [2.2.1.15.] to [2.2.1.18.], when Sumner discusses ‘4th kind’
happiness (as ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction) and its relationship to welfare, it’s also clear from the discussion that
just because there’s ample empirical evidence that researchers in the ‘the social indicators movement’ have good
reason to believe that ‘4th kind’ happiness as ‘life satisfaction’ correlates with well-being, this doesn’t mean that ‘4th
kind’ happiness can only be apprehended via ‘life satisfaction’ surveys. Sumner’s purpose in canvassing approaches
to, and issues in, the measurement of happiness or welfare as ‘life satisfaction’ in ‘the social indicators movement’ is
revealed on printed pages 177-178 of WHE:
[Interpersonal comparisons of well-being] is an area in which subjective theories [of welfare] are commonly considered
to be at a disadvantage vis-à-vis their objective counterparts; when the preference theory was riding high in the social
sciences it was even thought to entail that interpersonal comparisons [of well-being] were impossible. Such
comparisons are now commonplace in the research into happiness or life satisfaction carried out by the ‘subjective
indicators’ school [in ‘the social indicators movement’].

Sumner goes on (see paragraph [2.2.3.6.]) to argue that, in any case, interpersonal comparisons of well-being are
successfully undertaken by ‘ordinary’ welfare subjects across a wide range of welfare assessment contexts on an
everyday basis (relying on “a rich vein of information, both verbal and non-verbal, about the way other people’s lives
are going for them”; op. cit.).
[2.2.5.4.] Relating paragraphs [2.2.5.2.] and [2.2.5.3.] above to the ethical context for welfare assessments discussed
at paragraph [2.2.3.7.] recalls Sumner’s purpose in researching and writing WHE (i.e. to make a plausible case for
‘welfarism’ as a monistic ‘theory of the good’ in ethics). Sumner’s talk of ‘interpersonal comparisons of well-being’
under his theory of it implies that ‘moral agents’ will be regularly required in their everyday moral conduct to make
‘educated guesses’ about the well-being of ‘moral patients’ in advance or in the absence of the ‘essential’ truth of it.
A theory of welfare requiring welfare subjects to already and always (i) know wherein consists their ‘essential’ wellbeing and (ii) have communicated this to other ‘moral agents’ prior to the possibility of particular kinds of social
interaction with them would render commonplace forms of welfare-oriented moral behaviour impractical if not
impossible, thus failing Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive adequacy’30.
[2.2.5.5.] What then is the epistemic standpoint from which otherwise presumptively authoritative self-assessments
of well-being can be defeased, and out of which second- or third-person welfare assessments can be generated as
complements to, or substitutes for, such self-assessments? How can it help us answer the questions we asked at
paragraphs [2.2.3.10.] and [2.2.3.11.]?, namely:
1.

30

What is the epistemic status of a welfare subject's self-assessment of well-being where the requisite conditions
of authenticity are absent? and

For example: how can one aid the unconscious or the uncommunicative, safeguard the infantile or the senile, or observe the ‘social niceties’
required by the sharing of public spaces with anonymous strangers if one must first know, in order to promote or protect, the ‘essential’ wellbeing of ‘social others’ unable or unwilling to convey it? Or who, per point (5) of paragraph [2.2.1.3.], may not (yet) know it themselves?
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2.

From whence come the evidentiary standards sufficient for defeasing a welfare subject's otherwise
presumptively authoritative self-assessment of their well-being?

[2.2.5.6.] The requisite epistemic standpoint can be defined by instantiating the four variables set out at paragraph
[2.2.3.12.].
1.

Some objective characteristic of things (i.e. the attributes or properties of instrumental or intrinsic sources of
welfare for welfare subjects who share a common biology or nature; see subsection [2.2.4.]).

2.

The mode of experience they necessarily evoke (i.e. ‘typical’ or ‘standard’ or ‘average’ cognitive and/or affective
responses, including the outward manifestation of one or more of the various ‘kinds’ of happiness, which
together constitute subjective indicators of welfare/’illfare’; see paragraphs [2.2.1.2.], [2.2.1.15.], [2.2.1.16.],
[2.2.1.18.], and subsection [2.2.4.]).

3.

Some reference group of subjects in whom that mode of experience is evoked (i.e. ‘typical’ or ‘standard’ or
‘average’ welfare subjects who therefore exhibit at least a ‘threshold’ level of subjectivity, and who share an
‘ordinary concept’ of welfare, a ‘common-sense’ morality, and a ‘common-sense’ psychology; see point (5)
below).

4.

The set of normal conditions under which such evocation typically occurs (i.e. the range of standardly
encountered everyday welfare contexts, in which are given for related welfare assessments the required
temporality, informational demands and relationship to a welfare subject as “placeholding ‘certains’”; op. cit.).
[One’s ‘relationship to a welfare subject’ involves taking either a first-person, second-person or third-person
perspective on the subjectivity of their well-being; see subsection [2.2.3.].]

5.

We can think of this epistemic standpoint as that belonging to a ‘typical’ or ‘standard’ or ‘average’ reasonable
and disinterested ‘moral agent’. That they must be both ‘reasonable’ and ‘disinterested’ is implied by their need
to satisfy welfare assessment considerations emerging from Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive adequacy’, such as
‘formality’ (i.e. not equating sources of well-being with the totality of its subjective experience by others, to avoid
measurement error) and ‘neutrality’ (i.e. not imposing any independent a priori restrictions on what’s to count as
such sources for others, to avoid bias). They must also share with a community of fellow ‘moral agents’ an
experience of welfare, made possible by:
a. a common biology or nature (see paragraph [2.2.4.5.]);
b. at least a ‘threshold’ level of subjectivity (see paragraph [2.2.3.13.]);
c. a shared vocabulary and ‘ordinary concept’ of welfare (see points (2b), (6a) and (6b) of paragraph [1.2.1.], and
paragraphs [2.1.1.], [2.2.2.10.] and [2.2.4.6.]);
d. a ‘common-sense’ morality (see paragraph [2.2.4.6.]); and
e. a ‘common-sense’ psychology (see point (2a) of paragraph [1.2.1.], and paragraph [2.2.4.6.]).
For ease of reference, we can label this epistemic standpoint that of an ‘ordinary welfare assessor’, and contrast
it with the epistemic standpoint applying under conditions of authenticity, that of an ‘authoritative welfare
assessor’ (see paragraph [2.2.2.12.]). Already knowing (by way of our shared social ontology) that welfare is
fundamentally and inescapably subjective, and being a reasonable and disinterested ‘moral agent’, an ‘ordinary
welfare assessor’ will therefore ‘by default’ likely be reluctant to contest a self-assessment of well-being by an
‘authoritative welfare assessor’. This is because the truth of a welfare subject’s presumptively authoritative selfassessment of ‘essential’ well-being is not lightly to be supervened (lest it subvert their autonomy).

[2.2.5.7.] An authoritative welfare assessor is a ‘moral agent’ who can generate a welfare assessment with the
epistemic status characterised at paragraph [2.2.2.12.]. This can only be a first-person assessment (or selfassessment) of a welfare subject’s own well-being. An authoritative welfare assessor is, at the same time, also an
ordinary welfare assessor of the well-being of ‘social others’. ‘Ordinary welfare assessments’ are open to question at
all times by any and all ordinary welfare assessors, because such assessments are (merely):
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1.

(ontologically) ‘phenomenal’31 (i.e. the intrinsic value or ‘goodness’ of the life of a welfare subject for them can
only be approximated by the likely instrumental or intrinsic value of standard sources of welfare to which they
are perceived to have ready access from the epistemic standpoint discussed at paragraph [2.2.5.6.] above);

2.

(epistemologically) ‘inferential’ (i.e. adducible or deducible from a welfare subject’s objectively ascertainable (i)
proximity (ii) to various quantities of (iii) sources of welfare rendered ‘standard’ for us by virtue of their
prudentially valuable qualities, as interpreted from the epistemic standpoint discussed at paragraph [2.2.5.6.]
above); and

3.

(phenomenologically) ‘apparent’ (i.e. according to ‘typical’ indicators of welfare, including the various ‘kinds’ of
happiness, as interpreted from the epistemic standpoint discussed at paragraph [2.2.5.6.] above).

[2.2.5.8.] Per paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.5.7.] above, we can say the following.
1.

Firstly, that a self-assessment of well-being from the epistemic standpoint of an authoritative welfare assessor is
defeased only where the ‘default’ reluctance of one or more ordinary welfare assessors to contest it is overcome
by the availability of enough information or evidence in the circumstances (per the discussion at paragraphs
[2.2.3.10.] and [2.2.3.11.]) to label that self-assessment as at least ‘suspect’, or questionable32.
a. With regard to Sumner’s ‘information requirement’:
i.
Defeasance on the grounds of inadequate information logically presupposes that an ordinary welfare
assessor is aware (from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor) that information
relevant to the ontological status of an authoritative welfare assessment both exists, and is accessible.
[In practice, and as a function of empathy (which is a capacity of ‘paradigm human subjects’
presupposed by our ‘common-sense’ psychology), the ‘relevance’ of information is likely to depend on
whether that information, according to its content, would a make a difference to a particular assessor’s
self-assessment of their own well-being.]
ii.
Awareness by an ordinary welfare assessor of the existence of accessible information relevant to the
ontological status of an authoritative welfare assessment thereby imposes a moral obligation on that
assessor to take reasonable steps to obtain that information (where it is not already in the assessor’s
possession), and share it with the affected authoritative welfare assessor (who is the ultimate authority
on the ‘materiality’ or salience of that information; see below).
iii.
The relevance of information from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor does not
however necessarily determine its salience from the epistemic standpoint of an authoritative welfare
assessor (as this can only be determined by a welfare subject themselves; see paragraph [2.2.2.4.]).
Only where relevant information is also salient is the self-assessment of well-being of an authoritative
welfare assessor actually defeased (and then typically only temporarily: upon determining the salience
of previously missing information, a welfare subject regains their formerly authoritative outlook on
their own well-being in using that information to generate a new authoritative welfare assessment).
b. With regard to Sumner’s ‘autonomy requirement’, defeasance on the grounds of inadequate autonomy
logically presupposes that an ordinary welfare assessor has (from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary
welfare assessor) either ‘first-hand’ knowledge of the conditions or circumstances of an authoritative welfare
assessor’s life, or ‘second-hand’ knowledge of these conditions or circumstances from a trusted third party.

2.

31

The evidentiary requirements for defeasance are dictated by the circumstances of a particular welfare subject, as
determinable from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor. The formerly (presumptively, or
demonstrably) authoritative epistemic status of that self-assessment is thereby rendered (merely) ordinary by
defeasance, so that a formerly authoritative welfare assessor becomes just another ordinary welfare assessor

Or a ‘thing-as-it-appears’, when what’s being referred to is a welfare subject’s well-being as it manifests, via various indicators, to a welfare
subject capable of the epistemic standpoint of an ‘ordinary welfare assessor’ (see paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.6.8.]).
32 We might call this the ‘live-and-let-live principle’: there exists no justification for an ordinary welfare assessor to supervene upon another’s
(presumptively) authoritative self-assessment of their well-being unless and until there is good reason to doubt its veracity.
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(albeit from a first-person perspective) on their own life, until such time as the required conditions of
authenticity for their self-assessments of well-being are attained, or restored.
3.

Under conditions of (evident) inauthenticity, the formerly authoritative welfare assessor possesses (merely)
‘phenomenal’ well-being (described at paragraph [2.2.5.7.] above), the character and extent of which is
determinable from a consensus among ordinary welfare assessments about a welfare subject’s life (including
their own, formerly presumptively or demonstrably authoritative, now first-person ordinary, assessments).

4.

The conditions of inauthenticity determined for a particular welfare subject (‘the focal subject’) reflect ‘states of
the world’ as perceived and interpreted by (an)other welfare subject(s) from the epistemic standpoint of an
ordinary welfare assessor. These ‘states of the world’ as:
a. perceived and interpreted from the epistemic standpoint of ordinary welfare assessors by ‘moral agents’ who
are not the focal subject; and
b. reflected in attendant ordinary welfare assessments;
are independent of the attitudes of favour or disfavour of the focal subject toward the conditions or
circumstances of their life, which makes ordinary welfare assessments objective (in at least the Sumnerian sense
of being ‘mind-independent’ insofar as these assessments do not originate in the mind of the focal subject; see
WHE, ch. 2, 82)33.

[2.2.5.9.] Where a welfare subject is deemed by one or more ordinary welfare assessors to lack conditions of
authenticity in their lives sufficient to render their self-assessments of well-being authoritative (and therefore also
determinative of their well-being, per paragraphs [2.2.2.7.] and [2.2.2.9.]), welfare’s subjectivity (see paragraphs
[2.1.3.], [2.2.1.2.], [2.2.2.10.], [2.2.2.11.], [2.2.3.5.] and [2.2.3.12.]) imposes on these assessors a clear and primary
moral obligation to assist that welfare subject in the attainment or restoration of conditions of authenticity. This is
because, in the continued absence of these conditions, a welfare subject is unable to determine for themselves
wherein consists their (‘essential’) well-being (see paragraph [2.2.2.12.]), and no other welfare subject can determine
it for them.
[2.2.6.] The elements of Sumner’s welfare theoretic system
[2.2.6.1.] We are now in a position to set out the various implicit and explicit elements of Sumner’s welfare theoretic
system. These elements are as follows.
[2.2.6.2.] Sumner’s is a social universe of ‘moral agents’ and ‘moral patients’ (see paragraph [2.2.3.7.]). ‘Moral agents’
owe (different kinds of) ‘moral patients’ (different kinds of) duties (which are thus rights of ‘moral patients’34). Not all
‘moral patients’ are also ‘moral agents’ (as some ‘moral patients’, such as small children or non-human animals, are
not equipped to discharge moral duties).
The existence of moral agency (see paragraph [2.2.3.7.]) and welfare subjectivity (see paragraphs [2.1.3.], [2.2.1.2.],
[2.2.2.10.], [2.2.2.11.], [2.2.3.5.] and [2.2.3.12.]) binds ‘agents’ and ‘patients’ together into a moral community (see
subsection [2.2.3.]). Moral agency and welfare subjectivity are products of a social ontology, epistemology and
phenomenology constitutive of ‘social reality’ (Berger and Luckmann 1985). This ‘social reality’ is the core of the
ontological context for our experience of what welfare or well-being is (see paragraphs [2.1.1.] to [2.1.4.], and

33

LeBar (2004, 199) observes that Sumner’s “authenticity conditions … are objective requirements on welfare judgements. Their applicability …
is not itself a matter of the acceptance or endorsement of [particular welfare] subjects. Even if you reject [their] application … to your own
case, and maintain that your judgements as to your welfare are authoritative … in Sumner’s view that is irrelevant. Subjective authority is not
unlimited”. As Sumner himself states (WHE, ch. 2, fn. 21), “The subject-relativity of welfare does not entail that a subject is an infallible
authority about the prudential value of her own life. Any descriptively adequate theory of welfare must preserve the possibility of (at least
some) first-person mistakes about welfare”.
34 As ‘liberty-rights’, which are “rights to act as one pleases, free of the interference of others” (AMT, 43), or as ‘welfare-rights’, which are
“rights to receive from others goods or services that are not required by bare respect for liberty-rights” (ibid., 44).
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[2.2.4.7.]). [Operating relative to this ‘social reality’ is Sumner’s test of the ‘descriptive adequacy’ of theories of
welfare; see point (2a) of paragraph [1.2.1.].]
[2.2.6.3.] ‘Moral agents’ can stand in various relationships to ‘moral patients’ (see paragraphs [2.2.3.2.] to [2.2.3.6.]).
1.

They can be the ‘patient’, such as when an agent is engaged in a first-person assessment, or self-assessment, of
well-being.

2.

They can have a ‘second-person’ connection to the ‘patient’, such as when they’re a family member or friend, a
work colleague, or some other (relatively close) associate of the patient.

3.

Or: they can simply be a member of the same moral community, and have a merely ‘third-person’ connection to
the ‘patient’.

[2.2.6.4.] ‘Moral agents’ and ‘moral patients’ are welfare subjects (see paragraph [2.2.3.7.]). Only welfare subjects
have a welfare capable of being promoted/protected (or impeded/infringed; see also paragraph [2.2.6.6.] below).
[W]elfarism [based on the happiness theory] also tells us that the existence of rational agents is not sufficient by itself to
make moral thinking possible. It is conceivable that such agents might be utterly lacking in affect (they might be
superintelligent computers, for instance), thus quite incapable of finding their lives (if that is the appropriate term for
[their existences]) either satisfying or unsatisfying. If that were the case, then nothing could go either well or badly for
them. If the world were lacking in any other sentient creatures then, whatever other intellectual abilities these rational
beings might have, ethics would lie beyond their range: there would be nothing for moral thinking to be about. The
preconditions of ethics include not merely agency but also sentience.
[WHE, 192-193; my emphasis on the sentence starting with ‘If that were the case …’.]

[2.2.6.5.] Welfare is (and can only be) subjective (see paragraphs [2.1.3.], [2.2.1.2.], [2.2.2.10.], [2.2.2.11.], [2.2.3.5.]
and [2.2.3.12.]). Sumner argues in WHE that this is more than just a statement of the subject-relativity of prudential
evaluation (which must of course be observed by ordinary welfare assessors when making their assessments of the
well-being of ‘social others’); it is a statement of social ontological fact that the intrinsic prudential value of a life (that
is, the value of a life for its own sake or in its own right, per paragraph [2.2.4.2.]) is its value to the welfare subject
living that life. For Sumner, this is an inescapable consequence of the nature of prudential value (and, therefore, of
welfare; see point (2b) of paragraph [1.2.1.]).
[2.2.6.6.] Welfare subjects must (at least) be sentient (as the subjectivity of well-being requires this, per paragraphs
[2.2.6.4.] and [2.2.6.5.] above, and the first excerpt from WHE appearing below in this paragraph). Their experience
of well-being will necessarily be contingent upon their (physiological and psychological) natures.
For the happiness theory [of welfare], the minimal wherewithal for having a welfare is being a subject who is capable of
being satisfied or unsatisfied by the conditions of one’s life. In the case of paradigm human subjects with complex
cognitive capacities, more is necessary as well: their judgements about the quality of their lives must be authentic.
Where these more sophisticated skills are absent, the sine qua non is the baseline ability to experience one’s life, in the
living of it, as agreeable or disagreeable. The most primitive form of this ability is the capacity for enjoyment and
suffering, or for pleasure and pain. If we call this capacity sentience then we may say that on the happiness theory the
class of core welfare subjects is populated by all sentient creatures.
[WHE, 178; my emphasis on the phrase ‘paradigm human subjects’.]
If a creature is incapable of acting inauthentically [i.e. because their ‘natural’ ability to relate ‘states of the world’ to their
own happiness or unhappiness is physiologically and/or psychologically limited], then the authenticity requirement is
trivially satisfied. Can non-human animals respond inauthentically to the conditions of their lives? Can this be true, for
instance, in the case of domesticated animals whose affective responses have been deliberately engineered, for our
convenience, so as to lead them to be satisfied by ways of life which are unnatural to them? If so, then the authenticity
requirement will apply (non-trivially) in those cases as well, and it may not be safe to conclude that an animal is faring
well just because it is happy.
[WHE, ch. 6, fn. 47]

28

[2.2.6.7.] For Sumner, a ‘paradigm human subject’ epitomises welfare subjectivity, but he emphatically rejects the
notion that ‘paradigm human subjects’ are always and necessarily psychological egoists:
The pure egoist … seems to be exclusively the creature of textbooks in ethics or economics; with the possible exception
of psychopaths, the type is virtually non-existent in real life. What renders it impractical is our condition as social beings.
Even if we picture ourselves as engaged primarily by our own well-being, we can scarcely avoid extending this concern at
least to some favoured circle of others – relations, neighbours, friends, co-workers, lovers – to whom we feel closely
connected. Most of us also manage to take a broader view, identifying at least intermittently with the interests of a
nation or class or ethnic group or culture or race or gender. Indeed we go further still, since even the most hard-hearted
among us are likely to find our sympathies aroused when we are confronted by the corrosive effects of poverty or
famine or war on the lives of distant strangers. We care about their plight, simply because it is so bad for them; as
would-be egoists we are dismal failures.
[WHE, 2.]
Although we often attribute selfish motives to agents, we also recognise that they are capable of altruism or selfsacrifice. We thus decisively reject the thesis of psychological egoism, which holds that all intentional action is ultimately
motivated by self-interest. This fact – that my own well-being is just one possible end of action among others for me – is
a core element in our ordinary concept [of welfare]. A theory of welfare must therefore provide no support for
psychological egoism; if it implies that all intentional action is, or must be, self-interested then it has mistaken welfare
for some other notion.
[WHE, 12-13.]

[2.2.6.8.] Sumner also observes that there’s a psychological ‘threshold’ for paradigmatic human subjectivity of (i)
concern for oneself and one’s own unique, individual interests so as to be the ‘subject-of-a-life’ which is truly one’s
own (per paragraphs [2.2.2.9.], [2.2.2.12.] and [2.2.3.13.]), and (ii) a broadly ‘normal’ psychological make-up (WHE,
30) 35. The failure of a ‘paradigm human subject’ to achieve this ‘threshold’ has two direct consequences.
1.

A compromised or suspect degree of personal autonomy, which is “[e]tymologically … self-rule or self-direction
… [and whose] core notion [is one] of managing one’s own affairs, of not being subject to the will of others. A
person is autonomous when her beliefs, or values, or aims, or decisions, or actions are, in some important sense,
her own” (WHE, 167; my emphasis on the phrase ‘managing one’s own affairs’). As the determination of
‘essential’ well-being relies on possession of an adequate degree of autonomy, its inadequacy (where evident)
makes it impossible for a ‘paradigm human subject’ to attain the epistemic standpoint of an authoritative
welfare assessor (see paragraph [2.2.5.7.]) or an ordinary welfare assessor (see paragraph [2.2.5.6.]).

2.

A compromised or suspect understanding of the ‘common-sense’ psychology operative within a particular moral
community (see point (2a) of paragraph [1.2.1.], and paragraph [2.2.4.6.]). A sufficient understanding of this
‘common-sense’ psychology is required for achievement of the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare
assessor (see paragraph [2.2.5.6.]). Its insufficiency (where evident) compromises the welfare subjectivity of a
‘paradigm human subject’, thus making it difficult, if not impossible, for ‘moral agents’ so afflicted to understand
‘from the inside’ the experience of well-being in other, fully-formed welfare subjects (see paragraph [2.2.3.6.]).
Compromised welfare subjectivity therefore restricts the range of welfare assessment contexts within which a
‘moral agent’ so afflicted can achieve the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor.

[2.2.6.9.] Thus, in Sumner’s account of welfare’s nature, there are two broad classes of welfare subjectivity.
1.

That of ‘paradigm human subjects’. These welfare subjects typically manifest the following traits.
a. They exhibit at least a ‘threshold’ level of self-regard (such that they have their own, unique subjectivity).
b. But: they are not necessarily psychological egoists (and so have regard for others as well as themselves).

35

“For those of us lucky enough to be normal, [various psychopathologies, such as multiple personality disorder or forms of amnesia] serve to
remind us of the extent to which the unity and continuity of the self is a structural precondition of our ordinary lives which we need never raise
to the level of reflection” (ibid.).
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c. They are capable of prudential evaluation of their own lives (see point (4) of paragraph [2.2.1.3.]) relative to
preferences which are authentically their own, and so can evince a considered cognitive response to the
conditions or circumstances of their lives.
d. They are also capable of an affective response to the conditions or circumstances of their lives (such as finding
said conditions or circumstances ‘agreeable’ or ‘disagreeable’ relative to dispositions which are authentically
their own).
e. Therefore, ‘4th kind’ happiness as ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction for such subjects “has both an affective
component (experiencing the conditions of your life as fulfilling or rewarding) and a cognitive component
(judging that your life is going well for you, by your standards for it)” (WHE, 172).
2.

That of all other (‘non-paradigm’) welfare subjects. ‘Non-paradigm’ welfare subjects (such as small children, or
certain classes of non-human animals, or severely psychologically/mentally disabled adults) are capable only of
an affective response to the conditions or circumstances of their lives relative to their dispositions (see point (4)
of paragraph [2.2.1.3.]). This is why “happiness, or life satisfaction, is a positive cognitive/affective response on
the part of a subject to (some or all of) the conditions or circumstances of her life” (WHE, 156; my emphases).
Defined inclusively in this way, happiness as ‘life satisfaction’ (or ‘4th kind’ happiness) is accessible to both
‘paradigm human subjects’ and ‘non-paradigm’ subjects (see also paragraph [2.2.6.6.]).

[2.2.6.10.] The quintessential subjectivity of ‘happiness’ as an experience of ‘being in the world’ is deeply connected
to (subjective) well-being (see subsection [2.2.1.]) for both ‘paradigm’ and ‘non-paradigm’ welfare subjects.
1.

This makes ‘4th kind’ happiness or unhappiness (or its indeterminacy) an indicator of the intrinsic prudential
value of a life (i.e. whether the life of a ‘paradigm human subject’ or ‘non-paradigm’ subject is worth living for its
own sake or in its own right, per paragraph [2.2.4.2.]), and the first three ‘kinds’ of happiness or unhappiness
reflective of the ‘ingredients’ or sources of ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

2.

As a focal variable for welfare assessments, the various ‘kinds’ of happiness or unhappiness readily support the
criterion of ‘generality’ in Sumner’s test of ‘descriptive adequacy’ (see paragraphs [2.2.3.2.] and [2.2.3.6.]).

3.

‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness/neutrality as satisfaction/dissatisfaction with, or indecision about, one’s life
relative to one’s own preferences is a function of thought (see point (4) of paragraph [2.2.1.3.]), which is why it
lends itself to qualification/quantification of a cognitive response to the conditions or circumstances of a life.

4.

‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness/neutrality as the persistent agreeability/disagreeability of, or ambivalence
toward, ‘states of the world’ relative to one’s own dispositions is a function of feeling (see paragraph [2.2.1.7.]),
which is why it also lends itself to qualification/quantification of an affective response to the conditions or
circumstances of a life.

5.

That happiness as a multidimensional focal variable for or indicator of well-being lends itself so readily to
supporting qualification/quantification of cognitive and affective responses to the conditions or circumstances of
a life is (per point (6) of ‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy; see paragraph [1.1.2.]) a further ‘confirming
indication’ that Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ is ‘descriptively adequate’, and therefore independently
plausible. [Because: the primacy and centrality of happiness in our vocabulary and ‘ordinary concept’ of wellbeing is why there are so “many ways in which we use the terms ‘happy’ and ‘unhappy’” (WHE, 143), and is also
why happiness as a multidimensional focal variable for or indicator of well-being is so readily comprehensible
to/communicable between us as human beings.]

[2.2.6.11.] Sumner’s acknowledgement that not all welfare subjects are capable of prudential evaluation of their lives
(see paragraph [2.2.6.6.]) results in two evaluative settings (per paragraphs [2.2.2.10.] and [2.2.2.12.]) for thinking
about/assessing welfare as an (actual, not hypothetical) outcome.
1.

An axiological setting, in which welfare = ‘the prudential value of a life’ for its proprietor according to their set of
preferences for it (which is ‘satisfactory’ when that life’s intrinsic value is authentically judged to be sufficient, or
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‘enough’, by its subject). A judgement of having ‘enough welfare’ as an outcome in this setting is reflected in a
statement such as “The conditions or circumstances of my life are good enough for me”. In this setting, one’s life
is an ‘intentional object’ (i.e. a ‘receptacle’ or ‘container’ for prudential value, of which you have either ‘enough’
or ‘not enough’ as a stock at a point-in-time, or as the end result of a flow over time); ‘4th kind’ happiness in this
setting is equivalent to sufficient ‘1st kind’ happiness with one’s life as a project (see paragraph [2.2.1.14.]).
2.

An existential setting, in which welfare = ‘the experienced conditions or circumstances of a life’ for the sentient
creature living it (which are ‘satisfactory’ as indicated by a sentient creature’s authentic affective responses to
instrumental or intrinsic sources of welfare). A feeling of having ‘satisfactory welfare’ as an outcome in this
setting is reflected in a statement such as “The conditions or circumstances of my life make me feel good”. In
this setting, one’s life is the object of a ‘propositional attitude’ (toward one’s life as a ‘receptacle’ or ‘container’
for prudential value derived from direct experiences of well-being, of which you have either ‘enough’ or ‘not
enough’ as a stock at a point-in-time, or as the end result of a flow over time); ‘4th kind’ happiness in this setting
is equivalent to sufficient ‘2nd kind’ happiness in one’s life as an existence (see paragraph [2.2.1.7.]).

3.

Because we may speak of ‘sectoral’ versus ‘overall’ well-being (and be understood when we do so by those with
whom we share a vocabulary and ‘ordinary concept’ of welfare), one’s notion of what welfare is must be able to
support formative and summative assessments in both of the above mentioned settings (see also point (4) of
paragraph [2.2.1.3.], and paragraphs [2.2.1.4.], [2.2.1.7.] and [2.2.1.17.]). It must also support the fact that
various sources of well-being are either instrumentally or intrinsically valuable (see paragraph [2.2.4.2.]).
a. Formative assessments in either evaluative setting are focused on particular sectors of a subject’s life.
b. Summative assessments in either evaluative setting may be:
i. the outcome of a formative assessment (when focused on a sector of a subject’s life which is key to
them); or
ii. focused on a subject’s life as a whole or overall.
c. Sources of well-being are instrumentally valuable where they are, or are likely to be, contributory toward
positive or negative attitudes toward one’s life (in sectors, or as a whole) in either evaluative setting. Being
‘means-oriented’, instrumentally valuable sources of well-being are (merely) descriptive of it in either
evaluative setting (and so have lesser evidential or epistemological ‘weight’ as indicators of well-being).
d. Sources of well-being are intrinsically valuable where they are, or are likely to be, constitutive of positive or
negative attitudes toward one’s life (in sectors, or as a whole) in either evaluative setting. Being ‘endsoriented’ (according to a welfare subject’s own preferences, or dispositions), intrinsically valuable sources of
well-being are (prima facie) explanatory of it in either evaluative setting (and so have greater evidential or
epistemological ‘weight’ as indicators of well-being).

[2.2.6.12.] Under the right circumstances (i.e. in the presence of the requisite ‘truth conditions’ for authenticity), ‘4th
kind’ happiness/unhappiness as ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction/dissatisfaction (established via (i) summative
assessments (ii) in an axiological and/or existential setting (iii) relative to instrumental versus intrinsic ‘ingredients’ or
sources of it) will be well-being (or ill-being).
1.

For ‘paradigm human subjects’, ‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness as a cognitive and affective response to the
conditions or circumstances of a life will be well-being/ill-being if it’s substantively authentic; or

2.

For ‘non-paradigm’ welfare subjects, ‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness as an affective response to the conditions
or circumstances of a life will be well-being/ill-being if it’s trivially or substantively authentic (per paragraph
[2.2.6.6.]).

3.

A subject’s own assessment of their ‘4th kind’ happiness/unhappiness is initially to be presumed to be
substantively authentic (per paragraph [2.2.2.7.]); but
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4.

For it to actually be substantively authentic (per point (4) of paragraph [1.2.1.]), a subject’s summative
assessment of their own well-being/ill-being must be able to be shown to be, when required and in the given
circumstances:
a. adequately informed (i.e. informed enough from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor,
per paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.5.8.]); and
b. adequately autonomous (i.e. autonomous enough from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare
assessor, per paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.5.8.]).
An assessment of a subject’s own well-being or ill-being which is (i) adequately informed and autonomous, and
therefore (ii) indefeasible from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor (see paragraph
[2.2.5.6.]), are the ‘right circumstances’, as ‘truth conditions’, for having demonstrably substantively authentic
welfare or ‘illfare’.

[2.2.6.13.] So, ‘4th kind’ happiness is welfare where it’s trivially authentic, or where it’s (either presumptively or
demonstrably) substantively authentic (which is why Sumner calls it his ‘happiness theory of welfare’).
1.

Authentic ‘4th kind’ happiness is ‘essential’ well-being (which is an ontological fact about a ‘state of the world’, to
whit, the welfare of a particular welfare subject; see paragraphs [2.2.2.9.] to [2.2.2.12.]).

2.

Where the conditions of authenticity obtain in the life of a particular ‘paradigm human subject’, but the ‘4th kind’
happiness or unhappiness of that subject cannot be determined (because neither set of ‘truth conditions’ for ‘4th
kind’ happiness or unhappiness can be satisfied, per point (5) of paragraph [2.2.1.3.]), the subject’s ‘essential’
well-being is (presently) unknown (see subsection [2.2.5.]), but not unknowable. In such cases only that subject’s
‘phenomenal’ well-being can be known with any certainty, which is susceptible of determination by a consensus
among ordinary welfare assessments (see paragraph [2.2.5.7.])36.

3.

Authoritative self-assessments of ‘essential’ well-being can only be generated from the epistemic standpoint of
an authoritative welfare assessor (see paragraph [2.2.2.12.]).

4.

Self-assessments of well-being can be defeased from the epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor
(see paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.6.8.]). This occurs where one or more of such assessors would find the
substantive authenticity of a self-assessment ‘suspect’ in the given circumstances, and so questionable in those
circumstances (see paragraph [2.2.5.8.]).

5.

Where otherwise authoritative self-assessments of well-being are defeasible/defeased (see paragraph [2.2.5.8.])
by one or more ordinary welfare assessors (undertaking second- or third-person ordinary assessments of the
well-being of a welfare subject), the otherwise ontologically ‘essential’ well-being of that subject is rendered
(merely) ‘phenomenal’ (see paragraph [2.2.5.7.]). So long as a subject can attain the epistemic standpoint of an
ordinary welfare assessor (see paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and [2.2.6.8.]), that subject’s own (formerly presumptively or
demonstrably authoritative) assessment of their well-being becomes just another (albeit first-person) ordinary
assessment among the multiplicity of such assessments generated by other ordinary welfare assessors. The
subject’s ‘phenomenal’ well-being is then the product of a consensus among ordinary welfare assessments.

6.

Upon perceiving that a welfare subject lacks adequate information and/or autonomy required for determination
of their ‘essential’ well-being, ordinary welfare assessors have a clear and primary moral obligation to assist that
welfare subject in the attainment or restoration of the conditions for authenticity (see paragraph [2.2.5.9.]).

36

Which, because the conditions of authenticity continue to obtain, can be overridden by that subject’s authoritative self-assessment of their
‘essential’ ‘4th kind’ happiness or unhappiness (per Sumner’s definition of them as logical opposites). Indeed, the act of an authoritative welfare
assessor disagreeing with a consensus among ordinary assessments as to that subject’s ‘4th kind’ happiness or unhappiness (where its status
was previously or is still first-person indeterminate or neutral) constitutes an authoritative welfare assessment.
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[2.3.] Conclusion to Part 1
[2.3.1.] Far from being a ‘solipsistic’ or extreme ‘state of mind’ account of welfare’s nature, Sumner’s ‘happiness
theory’ of it draws heavily on our experience of well-being in a ‘social reality’ we inhabit with fellow members of a
moral community, who can be instrumental or intrinsic sources of that well-being, as well as arbiters of it. ‘4th kind’
happiness (in the form of ‘personal’ or ‘life’ satisfaction), as the product of an authoritative assessment of our own
‘essential’ well-being from the epistemic standpoint of an authoritative welfare assessor, may be defeased from the
epistemic standpoint of an ordinary welfare assessor. Where defeasance occurs, the (seeming) fact of our well-being
as a ‘state of the world’ is rendered (merely) an appearance of it (as indicated to ourselves and others according to
the presence in our lives of various sources of well-being, rendered ‘standard’ for us by a common biology or nature;
see paragraph [2.2.4.8.]). Thus, under Sumner’s ‘happiness theory’ of welfare’s nature, ‘essential’ well-being (as ‘4th
kind’ happiness) is determined reflexively, and intersubjectively (see Berger and Luckmann 1985 and Bourdieu 1990
for further discussion of these sociological processes). Moreover, because ‘essential’ well-being can be found
‘suspect’ or questionable from the epistemic standpoint of ordinary welfare assessors (see paragraphs [2.2.5.6.] and
[2.2.6.8.]) and thereby defeased, ordinary welfare assessments represent an objective standard against which the
truth (or falsity) of authoritative welfare assessments can be tested (see point (4) of paragraph [2.2.5.8.])37.
[2.3.2.] Using various conceptual ‘building blocks’ and implicit details in Sumner’s account of welfare’s nature in WHE,
we’ve elaborated that account beyond the explicit details of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ to encompass (i)
ordinary welfare assessments undertaken by those welfare subjects capable of the epistemic standpoint of ordinary
welfare assessors, and (ii) the ‘phenomenal’ well-being such assessments qualify and/or quantify. These elaborations
show that welfare subjects whose self-assessments of well-being are defeasible/defeased by one or more ordinary
welfare assessors still have welfare, but of a ‘phenomenal’ rather than an ‘essential’ character. Furthermore, their
accord with the explicit details of Sumner’s theory while complementing its ‘descriptive adequacy’ (see point (2a) of
paragraph [1.2.1.]) is a ‘confirming indication’ of the independent plausibility of our elaborations (per point (6) of
‘Sumner’s Way’ of doing moral philosophy; see paragraph [1.1.2.]). Given this, and with the implicit and explicit
details of Sumner’s welfare theoretic system now in hand (the totality of which is ‘what Sumner’s really saying in
WHE’ about the nature of well-being), we can use that system (in a follow-up paper) to refute all of the major
criticisms of Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’.

37

To be clear on this point: Sumner’s ‘happiness theory of welfare’ is not a ‘hybrid’ subjective/objective account of welfare’s nature. For
Sumner, ‘essential’ well-being is (and can only be) subjective; however, its assessment has an objective dimension, (i) to ‘check’ that ‘states of
mind’ constituting subjective welfare are sufficiently reflective of extant ‘states of the world’ relative to a subject’s own declared or exhibited
preferences, or dispositions, and (ii) to discount ‘essential’ well-being to its ‘phenomenal’ counterpart as and when required.
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