Truth & Happiness
Some thoughts about the Economics of Happiness
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"He would rather die than live by illusion. Was not Art also an illusion? No. It must not be. Truth! Truth! Eyes wide open, let him draw in through every pore the all-puissant breath of life, see things as they are, squarely face his misfortunes,--and laugh." (from Jean-Christophe, vol. I. by Romain Rolland)
   
In this short paper I highlight—in my view—one of the most important features of happiness that is almost totally neglected in standard happiness research. Although happiness has a long history in philosophy, today’s empirical research of this phenomenon lacks in satisfactory theoretical grounding, which leads to controversial empirical results and confusion about how to purchase happiness adequately. First I consider how we should conceive the Economics of Happiness—what it should be about. Then I give a brief insight into the field of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) research—what happiness research is about nowadays. Then I criticize some of the findings of SWB research. Finally I present some concepts of happiness in order to provide a (or some) framework inconsistencies can be solved within, in order to establish an ample theory of the Economics of Happiness. 

The essence of Economics

Economics is a discipline that tries to find the best uses of scarce means in order to maximize the ends of men. The question of how to deliver the optimization is more or less a practical issue. On the other hand we are facing the more serious—not only scientific but philosophical—task of defining the ends of human being, which points to the final question of What is the meaning of life? In many cases, it seems that the relatively short history of Economics is nothing else but confounding the ends with the means. Of course the early scholars like Adam Smith admonished that there is something beyond maximizing material resources.

What are the ends of human life? As a study of human behaviour, economics must rest (at least to some degree) on biological basis. According to the biological approach, an individual’s most important goal—at the individual level—in general
 is to improve his so called genetic fitness or evolutionary success, i.e. to maximize the quantity and quality (healthier, more successful) of his offspring. This goes mutatis mutandis to the social level as well
. Ergo one’s final individual end (according to evolutionary biology) is not—as we might think—living as long and happy as possible (maximizing one’s quantity and quality of life) but to achieve the greatest possible evolutionary success, and after having done so, there is no more need for the individual in evolutionary terms and he—horribile dictu— might as well die
. This does not mean that people do not want to have a long life, being healthy and happy but evolutionary success is a superior to the preceding—at least in biological terms. Thus people need health and happiness only to the extent that it contributes to their evolutionary success.

The biological approach can be regarded too materialistic and that is not in line neither with the great works of philosophy nor with the mainstream of economics that is based on hedonism (nor with the lay-theory). A number of philosophers thought that the final end of human life is happiness
. Considering all the important development in economic theory and empirical research, one of today’s major economic postulation is that people want to live long and happy. The same holds true in respect of earlier times as well. What makes the difference, is the establishing of the welfare society in some fortunate places of the world. Earlier, money or richness in terms of material resources used to be a good proxy of individual happiness
. This is a point of outmost importance in the evolution of the economics of happiness, which is worth considering for a while. There are a lot of signs suggesting that we (living in a welfare society) are not necessary happier on average than people living under “primitive” conditions (relative to ours). Moreover, some claim that, what is expressed in the title of Lane (2000): The Loss of Happiness in Market Democracies. This is also neglected in standard happiness research but I think this is a crucial issue of the economics of happiness. In this paper this can not be construed in details.

Consider the useful distinction between people or communities that are struggling on fulfilling their basic material needs and those who are not
. Taking it as a difference in time, we come to another important novelty of dealing with happiness after World War II, the happiness research in itself. That is the direct measuring of individual happiness. Surveys have been carried out since that time in order to detect people’s satisfaction with their lives and how happy they feel in general. Thus the earlier and more or less empty category of utility—that served as a proxy for happiness without exact measurement of it—has been filled with more concrete content. It seems that a new economics has emerged that concentrates not just on hard factors like—simply put—money
 but directly on happiness as well. 

A brief insight into the field of empirical happiness research

In my view there are three slightly different approaches to the empirical study of happiness. The first one roots in empirical sociology and psychology and is based on empirical surveys. These scholars measure subjective well-being
 by retrospective
 self-reports of the subjects. SWB is a psychological state that is measured by self-evaluations of life satisfaction and happiness rated on a scale ranging e.g. 1-10 or 1-7 etc
.

Taking the development of the utility theory, we have to refer to Van Praag and his colleagues who created utility functions so as to asses changes in people’s SWB caused by changes in objective life circumstances, like income, weather or age. They developed a method which uses different evaluation questions
 in order to calculate the parameters of the utility functions.

The third type of SWB approaches consists in physiological measures. Researchers of this kind (see Kahneman [2000] or more detailed in Kahneman, Diener, Schwarz, [1999] part V.) are relying not just on self-reports but objective measures of bio-physiological activities in the human brain or body. 
Space constraints rule out discussing the results of SWB research in details here. I highlight only a few topics that are crucial with respect to my view of the Economics of Happiness. Basically, the aim of well-being research is finding how objective factors correlate with subjective indicators of well-being. We have to state that the results are dubious. One of the most interesting and debated finding of SWB research is that objective life circumstances has not much to do with the subjective well-being of the subjects—see treadmill effects (Kahneman [2000]; Diener, Suh, Oishi, [1997]; Veenhoven [1991]). On the one hand, the results suggest that objective factors do not matter, but on the other hand statistical calculations show that—in general—the wealthier, the more successful etc. are higher in terms of SWB as well. Moreover there are always people who are miserable but—reportedly—happy. One reason could be that the causal relation between objective conditions is unclear. It was found (Diener, Nickerson, Lucas and Sandvik [2002], Marks and Fleming [1999], Ulrich [1984]) that people with high SWB tend to be more successful in life. I think that the relation between the objective and subjective side is not that simple.

Another important point is that—in my opinion—SWB is neither intrapersonally, nor interpersonally comparable. The case of treadmill effects confirms my former statement. I deem interpersonal comparison impossible because different people are likely to have different scales of SWB, which means that my 10 on a happiness scale may stand for a much greater joy (for instance) than your 10 in absolute terms
. 
Finally, whatever regularity is found there are always a plenty of exceptions. And not just in the statistics but if you look around you can always find happy people that in principle should be unhappy not to speak about the opposite. Thus I conclude that what empirical happiness researchers are measuring, is not happiness.

Caveats to empirical well-being research

According to Haybron (2000) happiness can be understood firstly as a psychological state—psychological happiness. In his framework SWB is a hybrid (ib. pp. 215-216.) concept of psychological happiness which covers life satisfaction, experiencing pleasure and displeasure and affective (emotional) state. This may lead to wrong assumptions of individual happiness. For instance, take Nozick’s experience machine that experiences pleasure and pain, or a brain in a vat
 that must have very high SWB because of having positive experiences caused by electrodes. Who would choose a life like that? I use truth in the sense that one’s happiness is authentic
, has strong connection with reality and is not just illusion
. The happiness like that must be more profound and durable than high SWB.

I suggest that we should put the emphasis rather on another concept of happiness which is called prudential happiness by Haybron (2000). I would rather put it simpler: joy vs. happiness. Consider someone who works as a mason. He is not especially rich, nor has he high quality needs and he enjoys his work, which can be seen by his surrounding fellows. He found his meaning of life in building walls. Take another person who was born in a medical family, he has been grown to be a physician as well. He did not really enjoy studying anatomy etc. Nor does he like his job, he is rich, has a loving family, but he feels he can not reach his potentials, that he could do something more interesting and worthy as a farmer (for example) by preserving the beautiful countryside, cultivating organic vegetables etc. In short, the doctor is not happy.

So what is happiness? Happiness is not identical to joy, or SWB. Joy is waving, times we are high up, and times deep down. It is like one cannot always be in firing love with a woman with the same intensity
. But someone who is indeed happy will not break down because he  knows that this psychological state is temporary and he has found the meaning of his life
. Happiness is finding—either consciously or unconsciously—the meaning of one’s life, what one should do with one’s life in order to use one’s talent to the maximum extent
. In a materialistic approach, it can be stated that one is happy if one has broken one’ genetic code
. If you aim at more than you should, you face fiasco; if you aim at less than your possibilities would suggest, you get frustrated. To put it idealistically, one should formulate one’s life in such a way that is appropriate to one’s character, to one’s self, to one’s soul
. This task is not easy. The most important factor is self-knowledge. All this can be expressed in five words from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: To be, or not to be? The question is whether one dares his fate and tries to put forth all his talent in order to achieve what he should achieve.

Considering truth and joy, a serious question can be raised in respect with Kahneman (2000). Clinical experiments were carried out in order to measure the subjective sensation of physical pain. The conclusion was rather paradox. It was found that more pain in absolute terms is evaluated less painful by the subjects retrospectively. For example giving an extra but less painful period of unpleasant noise reduces the unpleasantness of the total event. This is quite evident in the case of colonoscopy experiments:
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Source: Kahneman (2000) p. 674.
As can be seen, patient A had less pain, probably nobody would choose the case of patient B because that will mean more pain objectively. However the subjective evaluation of procedure B was less unpleasant. If things work similarly on the other side of the scale—i.e. In case of pleasant, useful events—then which aspect should dominate individual and social choice? Should we choose the objectively better alternative which is worse subjectively. Or should we focus on subjective evaluations no matter what the objective parameters are? A lot of theoretical and empirical work must be done to answer these questions.
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� Special thanks to Judit Petrányi for providing me with these lines.


� Of course there are always exceptions like homosexuals or shamans etc.


� See footnote 2—I mean that the above mentioned may have a significant contribution to the communities evolutionary success.


� See Schopenhauer. He may die because he has done what the will had him to do just like the trout after prolification.


� Even if they did not define it exactly or nowadays it is difficult to understand what those ancient scholars meant by happiness. For a thorough classification of different happiness concepts in philosophy see Haybron (2000) pp. 211.  219. and/or notes 8 and 9.


� Different authors use the concepts of welfare, well-being, etc, differently. In short I understand material richness by welfare and well-being is a broader concept in my view.


� We can associate on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.


� Yield, GDP etc. are synonyms.


� Sometimes it is called the quality of life (see Diener, Seligman [2004], Kahneman [2000]), which is not adequate—in  my view—because I think the latter is more objective.


� Using the so called Expereience Sampling Method (ESM) or Day Reconstruction Method (DRM), real-time measures are possible as well (Kahneman [2000], Szabó [2003].


� See: Diener, Seligman (2004); Diener, Suh, (2000); Diener, Suh, Oishi, (1997); Easterlin, (1995); Frey, Stutzer (2003).


� Income Evaluation Question (IEQ), Age Evaluation Question (AEQ) etc. See Van Praag , Frijters (2000)


� There is an interesting discussion of that question in Van Praag (1993) and the ensuing reflection.


� The example is from Haybron (ib. P. 209.)


� Using the terminology of Sumner (1996).


� The examples could be listed infinitely. See Haybron (2005), Barotta (2005) 


� A harmonious relationship between the wife and the husband may rest on smouldering love that is long lasting and stable. This is a good example illustrating the difference between joy and happiness.


� A very extreme example is the Nobel prize awarded Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn who had no fear of physical pain because he thought of his favorite poems and found that life is beautiful.


� Similar to Marx’s definition of freedom: the appreciation of necessity.


� The phrase comes from one of the happiest people I know Antal Gulyás.


� I think it is very close to Haybron’s view as well.





