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Prologue: The Development and
Evolution of Research on Social
Indicators and Quality of Life (QOL)

Kenneth C. Land, Alex C. Michalos,

and M. Joseph Sirgy

Social indicators are statistical time series “...used
to monitor the social system, helping to identify
changes and to guide intervention to alter the course of
social change” (Ferriss 1988:601). Examples include
unemployment rates, crime rates, estimates of life
expectancy, health status indices, school enrollment
rates, average achievement scores, election voting
rates, and measures of subjective well-being such as
satisfaction with life as a whole and with specific
domains or aspects of life. This chapter reviews the
historical development of the field and describes
the uses of social indicators and the concept of quality
of life (QOL). A concluding section addresses
prospects for future developments in social indicators
and interdisciplinary research guided by the QOL
concept.

K.C. Land
Department of Sociology, Duke University, Hudson Hall 130,
27708 Durham, NC, USA

A.C. Michalos (<)

Brandon University, 18th Street 270, R7A 6A9 Brandon,
MB, Canada
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M.J. Sirgy

Department of Marketing, Pamplin College of Business,
Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Pamplin Hall 2025,
24061-0236 Blacksburg, VA, USA

e-mail: sirgy @vt.edu

The Historical Development of the Field
of Social Indicators and QOL Studies

We commence with a review of the development of the
field of social indicators and QOL studies starting from
1960s, the period of 1970s and 1980s, and lastly the
1990s and 2000s.

Social Indicators and QOL Research
in the 1960s and Pre-1960s

The concepts of social indicators and QOL have
evolved over the past several decades more or less
autonomously in several scholarly disciplines. It is
convenient, therefore, to organize this review in terms
of these disciplinary origins.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Sociology, Economics,

and Political Science

The term social indicators was given its initial meaning
in an attempt, undertaken in the early 1960s by the
American Academy of Arts, to detect and anticipate
the nature and magnitude of the second-order conse-
quences of the space program for American society
(Land 1983:2; Noll and Zapf 1994:1). Frustrated by
the lack of sufficient data to detect such effects and the
absence of a systematic conceptual framework and
methodology for analysis, some members of the
Academy project attempted to develop a system of
social indicators — statistics, statistical series, and other
forms of evidence — to detect and anticipate social
change as well as to evaluate specific programs and
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their impact. The results of this part of the Academy
project were published in a volume (Bauer 1966)
bearing the name Social Indicators.

Generally, the sharp impulse of interest in social
indicators in the 1960s grew out of the movement
toward collection and organization of national social,
economic, and demographic data that began in Western
societies during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries and accelerated in the twentieth century
(Carley 1981:14-15). The work of sociologist William
F. Ogburn and his collaborators at the University of
Chicago in the 1930s and 1940s on the theory and
measurement of social change is more proximate and
sociologically germane (Land 1975). As chairman
of President Herbert Hoover’s Research Committee
on Social Trends, Ogburn supervised production
of the two-volume Recent Social Trends (President’s
Committee on Social Trends 1933), a path-breaking
contribution to social reporting. Ogburn’s ideas about
the measurement of social change influenced several
of his students — notably Albert D. Biderman, Otis
Dudley Duncan, Albert J. Reiss, Jr., and Eleanor
Bernert Sheldon, who played major roles in the emer-
gence and development of the field of social indicators
in the 1960s and 1970s.

Another historical origin in sociology is the work of
Howard W. Odum at the University of North Carolina,
who published Southern Regions of the United States
(1936). This volume brought together indicators under
an institutional framework, revealing regional dispari-
ties in welfare and demonstrating the need for more
definitive data. Involved in the study was Margaret
Jarman Hagood, who developed one of the first indices
of well-being, a level of living index of farm families
(Ferriss 2004).

The appearances of these studies were not isolated
events. Several other influential analysts commented on
the lack of a system for charting social change. They
advocated that the US government establish a “system
of social accounts” that would facilitate a cost—benefit
analysis of more than the market-related aspects of
society already indexed by the National Income and
Product Accounts (see, e.g., National Commission
on Technology, Automation and Economic Progress
1966; Sheldon and Moore 1968). The need for social
indicators also was emphasized by the publication of
the 101-page Toward a Social Report (US Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare 1969) on the last
day of the Johnson administration in 1969. Conceived

K.C.Land et al.

of as a prototypical counterpart to the annual economic
report of the president, each of its seven chapters
addressed major issues of social concern, namely
health and illness, social mobility, the physical envi-
ronment, income and poverty, public order and safety,
learning, science, and art, and participation and
alienation, and each assessed prevalent conditions.
The Report established the linkage of social indicators
to the systematic reporting on social issues for the
purpose of public enlightenment, but did not elaborate
upon policy implications of the findings, as some
scholars had advocated.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Health and Medicine

Turning to the concept of Quality of Life and health,
the history of QOL in medical sciences and public
health can be traced back to the 1940s. A link between
QOL and health policy became visible in the USA
during World War II. Social scientists who were
involved in the World War II effort drew attention to
social and psychological forces driving health and
well-being (Ogburn 1943; Stouffer 1949).

The World Health Organization (WHO 1948)
recognized the importance of the concept of QOL
from the onset. The organization’s constitution stated
that health is “physical, mental, and social well-being
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”
This definition is essentially a QOL definition of
health — illness is not only physiological well-being
but also psychological, social, and economic aspects
of well-being. To this day, the demand for a more
“holistic” view of medical problems invokes quality
of life.

The concept of “wellness” became vogue in the
1950s when Dr. Halbert Dunn, the first director of
the National Office for Health Statistics, introduced the
idea of high-level wellness (Dunn 1959). He defined
it as “an integrated method of functioning which is
oriented toward maximizing the potential of which the
individual is capable, within the environment where
s/he is functioning.”

Talcott Parsons, the father of modern sociology,
defined health as “the state of optimum capacity for
the effective performance of valued tasks” (Parsons
1958:168). He viewed illness as a deviation from the
social expectation that a person should be able to
perform the functions associated with his or her social
role. This perspective has been the basis for health and
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QOL indicators and perhaps the bedrock of health
status assessment to date.

Examples of early work in health-related QOL in
1950s and 1960s include the needs-based approach
to health (e.g., Neugarten et al. 1961; Wylie 1970).
QOL measures were developed focusing on how a
specific disease interferes with meeting the needs of
the patient.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Management

Research and writing on quality of work life (QWL)
has been the turf of organizational behavior scientists
and management scholars. QWL sprung from the
humanistic theories of Argyris (1957), McGregor
(1960), Maslow (1954), all of which emerged follow-
ing the Hawthorne studies and the Human Relations
Movement (see Schermerhorn et al. 1994).

In some sense, the Relay Assembly Test Room
experiment of the Hawthorne studies (see Schermerhorn
et al. 1994) is the first study to account for increased
productivity in terms of quality of life in the work
setting. The experiment was conducted in 1927 by a
group of researchers from Harvard University, led by
Elton Mayo, whose objective was to establish the
effects of worker fatigue on productivity. In this study,
six operators who assembled relays were isolated for
intensive study in a special test room. The operators
were subjected to various rest pauses, length of work-
day, and length of workweek, while their productivity
was regularly measured. The outcome was that overall,
the productivity of the relay assemblers increased
overtime, regardless of the specific changes made in
the work setting by the researchers. Mayo and his
colleagues concluded that the new “social setting”
created in the test room accounted for the increased
productivity. Two factors in particular were singled
out. First, there was positive group development. That
is, the operators shared both good social relations with
one another and a common desire to do a good job.
Second, supervision was more participative than that
otherwise experienced by the operators. In the test
room, the operators were made to feel important, given
much information, and frequently consulted for their
opinions on what was taking place, which was not the
case in their normal work situation. In other words, one
might say that the increased productivity of the relay
assemblers in the test room was possibly a function of
the higher level of QWL (being consulted by their

supervisor and having meaningful interactions with

their colleagues), which they enjoyed in the test room

but not in their regular work setting.

The Human Relations Movement emerged follow-
ing the Hawthorne studies underscoring the creation
of good human relationships between managers and
subordinates. Argyris (1957) further focused on the
relationship between individuals and organizations.
He argued that the formal organization is based on
specific concepts of rationality and division of labor
and specialization to the extreme, and thus does not
provide the individual with channels for self-fulfill-
ment. The individual adapts to this in various ways,
including apathy and noninvolvement. Management
realizing the apathy reacts by increasing the amount
of control on the individual. But this of course only
makes the problem worse. The way out of this vicious
circle is to try to provide the satisfaction of people’s
need for self-actualization in their work. This is a
prime concern for the workers’ quality of work life.
Argyris advocated specific steps that should be taken
to achieve it.

1. Decreasing the conflict between the individual and
the organization: This may be achieved if the for-
mal structure of the organization is changed to allow
the worker/employee to experience more activity
than passivity, greater relative independence than
dependence, a longer rather than a shorter time per-
spective, and finally be in an equal if not higher
position than his/her peers.

2. Job enlargement: This is understood in either
or both of two ways: (a) increasing the number
of tasks that the individual has to perform and
(b) giving the individual more control over his/her
environment.

3. Participative or employee-centered leadership:
Individual employees, who make up and keep the
organization alive, must enjoy self-expression in
the organization. The present organizational struc-
ture will have to be modified if group-centered
leadership is to exist. No longer would a few indi-
viduals be responsible for defining the group’s
goals, evaluating its behavior, and providing
direction, rewards, and punishments. The activi-
ties would be handed over to the group. Argyris
quotes instances where these changes have been
instituted into organizations with a resultant
increase in productivity and individual growth
and self-involvement.



McGregor (1960) was among the first manage-
ment scholars to underscore the concept of QWL.
McGregor described two styles of management he
termed Theories X and Y. Theory X managers believe
that workers in general are lazy, dislike responsibility,
are self-centered, and are motivated strictly by extrin-
sic rewards (e.g., money). Hence, managers should
allocate a lot of energy toward directing and control-
ling people, and organizing the elements of productive
enterprise. Theory Y managers, on the other hand,
believe that workers are inherently not lazy. Rather,
they are responsible and industrious. They enjoy mas-
tery of creativity and achievement. They are motivated
mostly by intrinsic rewards (e.g., a sense of self-
esteem, a sense of belongingness, a sense of social rec-
ognition, and a sense of self-actualization). Managers
who believe in the central tenets of Theory Y focus
their efforts to allow workers to achieve their individ-
ual goals while working toward organizational goals.
This attention to the satisfaction of workers’ needs
through organizational means has been the impetus
behind the QOL movement in management thought
and practice (Blake and Mouton 1964, 1969).

Social Indicators and QOL in the 1970s
and 1980s

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Sociology, Psychology, Economics,

and Political Science

At the end of the 1960s, the enthusiasm for social
indicators was sufficiently strong and broad-based for
Duncan (1969:1) to write of the existence of a Social
Indicators Movement. In 1972, the US National Science
Foundation began to provide support for the Social
Science Research Council Center for Coordination
of Research on Social Indicators in Washington,
D.C. The Russell Sage Foundation initiated support
for research that led to the publication of several major
efforts to define and develop a methodology for the
measurement of indicators of subjective well-being as
measures of the quality of life (Campbell and Converse
1972; Andrews and Withey 1976; Campbell et al.
1976). The Federal Government initiated a series of
comprehensive social indicator chart books showing
trends in a variety of social forces with limited analyses
and few policy implications (US Office of Management
and Budget 1974, 1978; US Bureau of the Census 1981).
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Policy implications, however, were outlined in a
series of issues of The Annals (Gross 1967; Taeuber
1978, 1981).

Social scientists recognized the need for more
comprehensive data, especially in time series. This led
to establishing several important surveys in the USA
that provide important indicators today: the National
Opinion Research Center’s (NORC) General Social
Survey, begun in 1972, the Bureau of Justice Statistics’
annual National Crime Victimization Survey and, later,
the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Under editorship of Alex Michalos, the first volume
of the international journal Social Indicators Research
appeared in 1974, providing a medium for exchange of
research findings. At the same time, the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
stimulated the issuance of national social reports
based upon social indicators. This led to the initiation
of social surveys and the improvement of other
data-gathering efforts in several member nations in
the OECD. This also was promoted by the Statistical
Commission of the United Nations and United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). Many nations continue to issue annual
or biennial social reports, such as Donnes Sociales
(France), Datenreport (Germany), Inequality in
Sweden, and Social Trends (UK).

Michalos (2005) celebrated the first 30 years of
publication of Social Indicators Research with a
collection of its most cited papers from the 1974-2003
period. Citation rates are objective indicators of a
variety of important features of scientific articles. For
example, Narin (1976) reviewed 24 studies published
between 1957 and 1975 that generally confirmed the
hypothesis that citation counts are positively correlated
with peer rankings of the quality of scientific articles,
eminence of scientists, graduate schools, graduate
departments, editor evaluations, Nobel prizes and other
awards, authors’ incomes, access to resources, initial
appointments, and mobility. Eight of 12 studies that
provided correlation coefficients had values of at least
0.6, with 5 of those above 0.7. The lowest value
was 0.2. Lawani and Bayer (1983) undertook a very
thorough study comparing peer assessments of cancer
research papers with the papers’ citation rates and
concluded that “Highly rated papers are more highly
cited than average papers.” Granting all this, there are
good reasons for using citation counts with caution
(Michalos 2005:4-7).
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In the period from March 1974 to December 2003,
there were a total of 1,392 titles published in Social
Indicators Research. Since the journal seldom published
book reviews, editorials, or letters, most of those titles
represented articles. Eight hundred and twenty articles
(58.9%) were not cited at all, which is a bit higher than
the 55-57% general average for the whole Science
Citation Index database, lower than the 74.7% for all
social sciences material, and higher than the 48% for
social science articles alone. The 572 (41.1%) cited
articles generated 4,979 citations, with a classic hyper-
bolic distribution curve in which relatively few articles
attract many citations and relatively many articles
attract few citations. The mean number of citations per
published article was 3.6, with a mode and median
value of zero, and a standard deviation of 11.8. There
were 34 articles with 35 or more citations each, and
those 34 (2.4%) articles attracted 2,208/4,979=44.4%
of all citations. The top 68 (4.9%) articles attracted
2,997/4,979=60.2% of all citations. Given their extra-
ordinary contribution to the journal’s total citation
count, and the fact that articles with 35 or more cita-
tions were nearly three standard deviations above the
mean, those articles form a fairly distinguished lot.

Among the 34 most cited articles, there are 10
articles (29.4%) each from 1974—1979 and 1990-1999,
and 14 (41.1%) from 1980 to 1989. By authors’ coun-
tries of origin, there are 16 (47.1%) from the USA, 5
(14.7%) each from Canada and Australia, 3 (8.8%) from
the Netherlands, 2 (5.9%) from the UK, and 1 (2.9%)
from Israel. Collectively, 37 authors produced the 34
papers, and there are 16 single-authored papers.

Examining the content of the articles, one might be
shocked to discover that all but one of them (McCall
1975) focused on some aspect of subjective indicators.
In view of the historical facts that the field was origi-
nally dominated by researchers interested in objective
indicators and that today practically all researchers
agree that objective and subjective indicators are
equally important, the near total dominance of sub-
jective indicators research in the classics is both
surprising and disturbing. Presumably, one if not the
main reason for the dominance of subjective indicators
research is that there are relatively more psychologists
and people interested in personal reports about a good
quality of life than there are others. While “Others”
would include a wide variety of people, e.g., soci-
ologists, demographers, gerontologists, geographers,
environmentalists, economists, political scientists, and

population health researchers, each group would have a
relatively narrow range of interests compared to those
interested in the psychological structure of perceived
well-being. Whether or not there is anything to that
explanation, it would be a pity if objective indicators
research came to be relatively neglected in the future.

The first and last articles in Michalos (2005) were
published 22 years apart, but they addressed the
same basic problem, with some different additional
hypotheses and methodologies. The basic problem was
to empirically determine the total number of domains
required for a full assessment of the perceived quality
of life of individuals and communities. The paper by
Andrews and Withey (1974) was the lead article in the
first issue of Social Indicators Research and it was
followed by several articles and by their fine book,
Andrews and Withey (1976). Cummins (1996) tackled
the problem by scanning 1,500 articles providing data
on life satisfaction, looking for “different terms that
had been used to describe domains of life satisfaction.”
His primary aim was to determine how many domain
names could be categorized under one of the seven
domain headings of his Comprehensive Quality of Life
Scale (ComQol). The latter’s domains include material
well-being, health, productivity, intimacy, safety, com-
munity, and emotional well-being. He found that 83%
of the 351 domain names could be reasonably classi-
fied into one or another of ComQol’s seven domains.
For example, ComQol’s category of “intimacy”
includes things like family life, family relations, friend-
ships, marriage, living partner, and spouse.

Since the procedures and criteria for success used
by Andrews and Withey, and Cummins were different,
one would not have expected both approaches to
yield identical results. Anyone reading the philosophic
literature since The Republic of Plato would have
expected to see fairly similar results. A good overview
may be found in Tatarkiewicz (1976). Around the
world and across time, people regard good health,
family and friends, beautiful things, financial, and
other forms of security as important features of a good
life. Andrews and Withey, and Cummins showed us
that the core of important life domains is not as broad
as the great numbers of possible domain names or
items might suggest.

The relative insignificance to life satisfaction of half
a dozen ‘“‘standard classification variables,” including
income, in the presence of a dozen domain satisfaction
variables was already documented by Andrews and
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Withey (1974, 1976), and similar results were reported
by Inglehart and Rabier (1986) for eight west European
countries. Duncan (1975) put the question bluntly
when he asked: Does money buy satisfaction? Diener
and Biswas-Diener (2002) published an excellent
review of a substantial chunk of the literature around
this question and reported that *“...more money may
enhance SWB when it means avoiding poverty and
living in a developed nation, but income appears to
increase SWB little over the long-term when more of it
is gained by well-off individuals whose material
desires rise with their incomes” (p. 119).

Kammann et al. (1984) developed an affect-balance
scale that was similar to Bradburn’s (1969) in having
separate items for positive and negative affect, and
in using a “balance or net scoring formula to obtain
the overall well-being score.” While Bradburn’s
scale has 10 items, Kammann’s has a 96-item version
called Affectometer 1 and a 40-item version called
Affectometer 2. With Bradburn’s scale, respondents
are asked whether or not they have had a particular
feeling “during the past few weeks,” while with the
affectometers, they are asked how often they have
had a feeling in that period, with five options: not at
all, occasionally, some of the time, often, all the
time. Many researchers, using many different samples,
found that Bradburn’s Negative Affect (NA) and
Positive Affect (PA) scales were relatively independent,
while the affectometers’ NA and PA scales had an
average association of r=-0.66.

Atkinson (1982) presented results from a longitu-
dinal (panel) study involving “a representative sample
of 2,162 Canadians interviewed in 1977 and again in
1979 Apart from some results dealing with a subset
(N=285) of the national sample used in Campbell
et al. (1976), this was the first published report “on the
stability of QOL measures over time.” In order to
assess levels of change in people’s lives from the first
to the second survey, respondents were asked in the
second wave if their current status was the same,
better, or worse, for life in general and for specific
domains. They were also asked which of 16 signifi-
cant life events they had experienced in that period,
e.g., divorce/separation, serious injury, new job, or
house. His most important conclusions were expressed
thus: “Our findings...[show] that significant numbers
of respondents perceive changes in their lives and those
changes were reflected, for better or worse, in their
satisfaction levels. The fact that these changes took
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place over a 2 year period indicates that, while adapta-
tion probably does occur, it is not instantaneous and
will be detected by an indicator series which utilizes
fairly frequent measurements” (pp. 128-129).

While Atkinson only had a panel study with two
waves involving a few hundred people, the German
Socio-Economic Panel Study allows researchers to
examine survey results from over two dozen waves
involving over 25,000 people. Detailed studies by
Lucas et al. (2004), Lucas (2005), and Lucas and
Donnellan (2007) have shown that normally stable life
satisfaction and happiness scores can be destabilized
by events like a loss of employment or the loss of a
loved one. Following such catastrophic events, many
people’s scores might not only drop considerably,
but might never return to their precatastrophic levels.
In the light of such evidence, researchers who posit that
individuals have a set-point of subjective well-being
from which little permanent change would be possible
have had to alter their positions (Headey 2008, Diener
and Biswas-Diener 2008).

Campbell et al. (1976) recognized that they did not
have a “very elaborate theory” and that it was “quite
conceivable” that standards of comparison and aspira-
tion levels might be different for different domains of
life and for life as a whole. The plain fact is that social
indicators research has never had an abundance of
theories or theoreticians. On the contrary, a lot of the
work has been done in the positivistic tradition that
generally underemphasized the importance of theories
and overemphasized the importance of good measure-
ment (Michalos 1971). Although many of the positivist
views about what science is and ought to be are not
tenable (Michalos 1980a, b, c¢), with regard to the
structure of scientific theories, the positivist idea of
constructing them in the form axiomatic systems is
worthwhile. Among other things, such systems have
the virtues of making the basic concepts, postulates,
and immediate implications of theories relatively
transparent. That is why Michalos (1985) gave Multiple
Discrepancies Theory (MDT) a form suggesting such
systems.

In the 1985 paper, evidence was reviewed revealing
the influence of seven comparison standards (yielding
seven potential discrepancies or gaps) on people’s
reported satisfaction and happiness. Briefly, these were
the gaps between what people have and want, relevant
others have, the best one has had in the past, expected
to have 3 years ago, expects to have after 5 years,
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deserves, and needs. It was assumed that by rolling
these seven standards into one theory, the latter would
enjoy the explanatory power of the lot. Since there was
also evidence that satisfaction and happiness were
determined to some extent by people’s age, sex, educa-
tion, ethnicity, income, self-esteem, and social support,
the latter variables were added as “conditioners.”

In Michalos (2008), it was remarked that tempera-
ment, the natural environment, communities of various
kinds, and life events and/or issues should also be added
to the list of conditioners. The most important feature of
the theory is the assumption that six of the gap variables
and all of the conditioners would have both direct
and indirect effects on satisfaction and happiness.
The primitive models regarded as competitors in
Michalos (1980a) were really parts of a bigger inte-
grated model, which became Multiple Discrepancies
Theory (MDT). Complicated as MDT is, it is still far
from sophisticated enough to capture the complex
web of variables involved in the determination and
composition of satisfaction, happiness, or subjective
well-being.

MDT was supposed to provide a new foundation
for all kinds of utility theories. While utility theories
generally and philosophical utilitarianism in particular
typically begin with revealed preferences or some sort
of a given affect-laden attitude or interest, MDT was
“designed to break through and explain” those prefer-
ences, attitudes, or interests. Insofar as MDT explained
satisfaction and happiness as the effects of other things
(perceived discrepancies and conditioners), satisfac-
tion and happiness were not just incorrigible givens
but could be altered by altering those other things.
What is more, as indicated in the paper, MDT’s
explanatory power was considerable. For the conve-
nience sample of 682 undergraduates described in the
1985 paper, MDT explained 49% of the variation in
scores for reported happiness, 53% for life satis-
faction, and, on average, 57% for satisfaction in the
12 domains. The theory explained as much as 79% of
the variance in reported satisfaction with family rela-
tions and as little as 35% of the variance in satisfaction
with education.

The most extensive testing of MDT was based on a
sample of over 18,000 undergraduates in 39 countries
(Michalos 1991a, b, 1993a, b). In broad strokes, the
theory explained on average 52% of the variance in
scores for the 14 dependent variables used in the 1985
paper, including 51% for males and 53% for females.

The theory worked best on samples of undergraduates
from Austria and Finland (64% variance explained on
average) and worst on the sample from Mexico (36%
variance explained). Samples from Bangladesh,
Sweden, and Switzerland also had average explanatory
figures in the 60s, while the average figures for Egypt
and Thailand were in the 30s. For the group as a whole,
on average, the goal-achievement gap was exactly as
influential as the social-comparison gap, while for
males, the social-comparison gap and for females, the
goal-achievement gap, respectively, were most influ-
ential. Of the six gaps influencing the goal-achievement
gap, the social-comparison gap was by far the most
influential.!

Diener (1994) provided a fine summary of the field
of subjective well-being studies as late as the summer
of 1993, although the material it reviewed and the
agenda for research that it recommended is much more
contemporary than its date of origin would suggest.
The aim of the paper was to alert social indicators
researchers to relevant recent research from the field of
psychology, especially research related to the affective
aspects of subjective well-being, including the pleas-
antness and unpleasantness experienced in feelings,
emotions, and moods. He was particularly interested in
reminding us of the variety of emotions that people
experience (e.g., sadness, fear, anger, guilt, affection,
joy) and showing us the variety of methods available to
measure them. “It is now widely agreed,” he said,
“that emotion is composed of behavioral, nonverbal,
motivational, physiological, experimental, and cognitive
components.” Emotions may be revealed through facial
expressions (e.g., smiling), action readiness, coping
activities, and self-reports. Self-reports are the stan-
dard instruments used by survey researchers, but such
reports lack precision because (1) different people
identify and name different experiences in different
ways, (2) some people deny or ignore some kinds of
emotions, (3) some are reluctant to report what they

'Related to MDT was the research by Sirgy and his colleagues
on judgment theory (Meadow et al. 1992). A life satisfaction
measure was developed and validated based on the notion that
life satisfaction is a function of a comparison between perceived
life accomplishments and a set of evoked standards. These stan-
dards involve derivative sources (e.g., the life accomplishments
of relatives, friends, associates, past experience, self-concept of
strengths and weaknesses, and average person in similar position)
and different forms (e.g., standards based on ideal, expected,
deserved, minimum tolerable, and predicted outcomes).
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feel, and (4) people experience and remember diverse
emotions with different levels of intensity, different
frequencies, and durations. In short, “Contributions
in other areas of psychology lead us to conceive of
subjective well-being in a more differentiated, less
monolithic way. The goal will then be, not to discover
the cause of subjective well-being, but rather to under-
stand the antecedents of various types of subjective
well-being parameters. Subjective well-being cannot
be considered to be a brute, incontrovertible fact, but
will, like all scientific phenomena, depend on the types
of measures used to assess it” (p. 140).

Among other things, researchers’ methods might
include a variety of assessments of nonverbal
behaviors (e.g., sleeping and eating habits, alcohol
consumption), reports from significant others, elec-
tromyographic facial recording, diverse priming
protocols, experience sampling of moods, video
and audio records, self-reports of goals, self-worth
and helplessness, and in-depth interviews. In the
future, subjective well-being research is likely to be
characterized by multiple measures of the multiple
components of the construct.

Reflecting on the array of more or less subtle tech-
niques that are currently available for measuring per-
ceived well-being, one must be concerned about the
political and moral implications of expanding research
opportunities. Among the “uses and abuses of social
indicators and reports” reviewed in Michalos (1980b),
the possibility was mentioned that our efforts might
lead to a technocratic and elitist society that would be
subversive for democracy. As our understanding of the
complex roots of human judgments and evaluations of
their lives become more sophisticated, there is a dan-
ger of paralysis. In the presence of great uncertainty
about exactly what personal reports about people’s
own lives are worth, people may become reluctant to
engage in social and political activities, even those
that appear progressive. While that is certainly possi-
ble, it is reasonable to believe that a better world is
possible, and that our best weapons against imperfect
democracies driven by imperfect understanding and
appreciation are improved understanding and appre-
ciation, leading to improved personal and public
decision-making and action, in short, to more perfect
democracies.

In contrast to the 1970s, government-sponsored
social indicators activities slowed in the 1980s, as
reductions in funding or nonrenewals led, for example,
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to the closing of the Center for Coordination of
Research on Social Indicators; the discontinuation of
related work at several international agencies; the
termination of government-sponsored social indica-
tors reports in some countries, including the USA;
and the reduction of statistical efforts to monitor
various aspects of society. Several explanations have
been given for this turnabout (Andrews 1989; Bulmer
1989; Ferriss 1989; Innes 1989; Johnston 1989;
Rockwell 1987; Rose 1989). Certainly, politics and
the state of national economies in the early 1980s are
among the most identifiable proximate causes.
Owing to faltering economies and budget deficits,
governments reduced spending. In addition, many
perceived that social indicators were not fulfilling
their initial promise of contributing to public policy-
making. This was due, in part, to an overly simplistic
view of how and under what conditions knowledge
influences policy.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Health and Medicine

With respect to QOL and health, much research in the
1970s started to address the trade-off between QOL
and quantity of life. The work of Barbara McNeil and
these questions of trading off treatment alternatives
have put QOL squarely into medical decision-making,
and QOL became a major topic at meetings of the
Society for Medical Decision-Making (McNeil et al.
1975). In that vein, the concept of Quality-Adjusted
Life Years (QALY) was first introduced.

One of the early health-related QOL survey research
instruments that was developed in the 1970s and is still
used today is self-rated health question (“During the
past month, would you consider your health in general
to be excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?”). This
measure was first used by the US National Center for
Health Statistics.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Management

With respect to management, research on QOL surged
in 1970s and 1980s. For example, Andrews and
Withey’s (1976) measure of QWL (the Efficacy Index)
was found to be significant and a very strong predictor
of life satisfaction. The study controlled for the effects
of family, money, amount of fun one is having, house/
apartment, things done with family, time to do things,
spare-time activities, recreation, national government,
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and consumer. Campbell et al. (1976) showed that
satisfaction with work contributes approximately 18%
variance accounted for in life satisfaction, controlling
for the effects of nonworking activities, family life,
standard of living, savings and investments, marriage,
friendships, and housing. In most QOL studies, attitude
toward work closely linked to life satisfaction
(e.g., Schmitt and Bedian 1982; Shaver and Freedman
1976). Furthermore, early research on self-esteem and
job satisfaction among salespeople established the link
between them (e.g., Bagozzi 1978, 1980a, b, c).

Research in management in the 1970s and 1980s
also addressed the question: How does QWL contrib-
ute to overall QOL? During this period, a number of
psychological strategies were uncovered documenting
the means by which employees maximize satisfaction
(and minimize dissatisfaction) across a variety of
life domains. These are spillover, segmentation, and
compensation (e.g., Rain et al. 1991; Staines 1980).
The spillover effect refers to the process and outcome
by which affective experiences in the work life domain
influence the affect experienced in other life domains
and overall life, and conversely one’s overall life satis-
faction/dissatisfaction spills over to the job domain.
Studies (e.g., Champoux 1976; Dreher 1982; Martin
and Schermerhorn 1983; Near et al. 1980; Staines
1980; Rice et al. 1980; Rousseau 1978) indicate that
the positive relationship predicted by the spillover
model is generally supported. The segmentation effect
refers to the method by which people isolate experi-
ences and affect in one life domain, thus preventing
affect transfer between life domains. Empirically
speaking, such a phenomenon is evidenced through a
lack of correlation between satisfaction in one life
domain (e.g., job satisfaction) and other life domains
(e.g., leisure satisfaction, family satisfaction, life satis-
faction). The compensation effect refers to the method
by which people attempt to balance their affect across
life domains.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Marketing

The QOL concept in marketing can be traced back to
1970s. Marketing scholars first took notice in the early
1970s. H. Naylor Fitzhugh of Pepsi-Cola Company
became the first vice president of the Public Policy and
Social Issues Division of the American Marketing
Association (AMA). Under his leadership, the AMA
sponsored a workshop entitled “Social Indicators for

Marketing — New Tools for Marketing Management”
during the 1971 AMA International Conference in
San Francisco (Clewett and Olson 1974). A second
AMA-sponsored “social indicators” conference was
held in February 1972 in Washington under the leader-
ship of Irving Crespi of the Gallup Organization and
Salvatore Divita of George Washington University
(Clewett and Olson 1974). The third AMA-sponsored
“social indicators” conference was held in February
1973 in Washington, DC, under the leadership of James
R. Butts of American University and Allen Clayton of
Lever Brothers Company (Clewett and Olson 1974).
Fifteen papers from the 1972 and 1973 conferences
were selected and published as a conference proceed-
ings type of publication by the AMA in 1974, and
Robert L. Clewett and Jerry C. Olson edited the
proceedings (Clewett and Olson 1974).2

The fourth “Marketing and Quality of Life” con-
ference was held in 1978, which was also sponsored
by the AMA (Reynolds and Barksdale 1978). The
fifth conference of marketing and quality of life was
sponsored by the Academy of Marketing Science
and was held in 1985 at Florida Atlantic University
(Samli 1987). The sixth conference was held at
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
(Virginia Tech) in 1989 and was sponsored by a
host of professional societies such as the AMA, the
Academy of Marketing Science (AMS), the Association
for Consumer Research, the Society for Consumer
Psychology (Division 23 of the American Psychological
Association), and the International Society for System
Sciences (Meadow and Sirgy 1989). From the seventh
conference, two special issues were published, one
in the Journal of Business Research (Sirgy 1991a), and
the other in the Journal of Business and Psychology
(Sirgy 1991b). After the seventh conference, the AMS
established the Quality of Life-and-Marketing con-
ference as one of its regular specialty conferences and
sponsored the eighth conference in 1992 (Sirgy 1991).

2Clewett and Olson (1974) mentioned in the preface section
of their proceedings publication that another conference was
scheduled to be held in June 1974 in Oxford, England. The con-
ference organizers were named as Arthur Cullman of Ohio State
University and Elizabeth Richards of WARNACO. The sponsor
of that conference was named as the British Market Research
Society. An attempt was made to locate the proceedings of that
conference with no success. At this time, the authors do not
know whether such a conference actually took place and whether
the proceedings of that conference were published.
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From this conference, best papers were selected and
published in a book (Sirgy and Samli 1995). The
ninth conference was held in Williamsburg, Virginia,
USA (local university host was the College of William
and Mary), in 1995 and again was sponsored by AMS
(Meadow et al. 1995). From this conference, two
special issues in the Journal of Business Research
(Chon 1999) and the Journal of Macromarketing
(Fisk and Dickinson 1997) were developed. In 1996,
the Journal of Macromarketing, under the editorship
of Robert Nason, made QOL studies in marketing a
regular section in the journal, with Joe Sirgy the sec-
tion editor.

In 1995, Joe Sirgy together with a number of his
marketing colleagues decided to expand the network
by forming the International Society for Quality of
Life Studies (www.isqols.org). Joe Sirgy became the
executive director of the society with Josh Samli as its
first president.

Social Indicators and QOL Research
in the 1990s and 2000s

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Sociology, Psychology, Economics,

and Political Science

The 1980s ended with the question of “What Ever
Happened to Social Indicators?” (Rose 1989) and the
mistaken conclusion that the field had faded away.
Shortly afterward, however, interest in social indicators
revived, and since the mid-1990s, the field has been
expanding. Again, under the editorship of Michalos,
the Social Indicators Research Book Series began in
1997 with a volume on the Quality of Life in South
Africa, edited by Valerie Mgller. By 2011, the series
contained 44 volumes.

The revival of interest became vividly apparent in the
1990s (Land 1996) owing to the widespread political,
popular, and theoretical appeal of the Quality Of Life
concept. This concept emerged and became part of
the Social Indicators Movement in the late 1960s and
early 1970s as social scientists in highly developed
Western industrial societies raised doubts about eco-
nomic growth as the major goal of societal progress
(Noll and Zapf 1994:1-2). They cited the “social costs”
of economic growth and raised doubts about whether
“more” should be equated with “better.” Their discus-
sion posed QOL as an alternative to the more and more
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questionable concept of the affluent society, and they
incorporated QOL in discussions of social policy and
politics as a new, but more complex, multidimensional
goal. As a goal of social and economic policy, QOL
encompasses many or all domains of life and subsumes,
in addition to individual material and immaterial
well-being, such collective values as freedom, justice,
and the guarantee of natural conditions of life for
present and future generations (Cummins 1996; Diener
and Suth 1997; Ferriss 2001). The political use of
the QOL notion is paralleled in the private sector
by the widespread use and popularity of numerous
rankings — based on weighted scales of multiple
domains of well-being — of the “best” places to live,
work, do business, and play be they cities, states,
regions, or nations.

The theoretical appeal of the QOL concept as an
integrating notion across the social sciences and related
disciplines is, in part, due to the perceived importance
of measuring individuals’ subjective assessments of
their satisfaction with various life domains and with
life as a whole. For instance, QOL has become a con-
cept that bridges the discipline of marketing research
and strategic business policy with social indicators.
Marketing is an important social force — with far-
reaching direct and indirect impacts on the prevailing
QOL in a society — through consumer satisfaction
(Samli 1987; Sirgy and Samli 1995) and its impact on
satisfaction with life as a whole. The intersection of
marketing research with social indicators through the
QOL concept led to the organization in the mid-1990s of
the multi-disciplinary International Society for Quality
of Life Studies (ISQOLS) (http://www.isqols.org).

In addition to the widespread appeal of the QOL
concept, another key development in the field of social
indicators in the 1990s and early 2000s is evident: The
field has entered a new era of the construction of com-
posite or summary social indicators. Often these indi-
ces are used to summarize indicators (objective and/or
subjective) of a number of domains of life into a single
index of the quality of life for the population or society
as a whole or for some significant segment thereof
(e.g., children and youth, the elderly, racial and
minority groups, cities and states or regions within the
nation). Many of the pioneers of the Social Indicators
Movement in the 1960s and 1970s backed away from
the development of summary indices, instead concen-
trating on basic research on social indicators, measur-
ing of the quality of life, and developing a richer social
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data base. Today, however, researchers attempt to
answer one of the original questions motivating the
Social Indicators Movement: How are we doing
overall in terms of the quality of life? With respect to
our past? With respect to other comparable units
(e.g., cities, states, regions, nations)? Responses to these
questions are encouraging and include the following
examples: (1) at the level of the broadest possible com-
parisons of nations with respect to the overall quality
of life, the Human Development Index (United Nations
Development Programme 2004), Diener’s (1995)
Value-Based Index of National Quality of Life, and
Estes’ (1988, 1998) Index of Social Progress; (2) at the
level of comparisons at the national level over time
in the USA, the Fordham Index of Social Health
(Miringoff and Miringoff 1999) and the Genuine
Progress Indicator (Redefining Progress 1995), and,
for a specific subpopulation, the Child Well-being Index
developed by Land et al. (2001, 2004; Land 2004).
Mgller et al. (2009) edited a collection of papers
called Barometers of Quality of Life around the Globe
in which several examples of comprehensive collections
of indicators are presented. In their contribution to the
volume, Mangahas and Guerrero (2008) remarked that
they called their social monitoring system in 1981 the
Social Weather Stations Project “on the idea that sur-
veys can serve like observation posts to monitor social
conditions, much as meteorological stations monitor
weather conditions” (p. 24). In Noll’s (2008) contribu-
tion to that volume, one reads about the development of
the Eurobarometer since its first survey in 1974,
perhaps the first usage of the “barometer” metaphor.
In over 30 years of publication of Social Indicators
Research, many authors have illustrated a great variety
of ways to represent the multidimensional space of
diverse concepts of quality of life with some kind of
unidimensional scale. Such reductions are designed
to simplify complicated collections of statistical time
series and are practically bound to oversimplification.
Nevertheless, as Saltelli (2007) and others have
explained, for purposes of communication in the popular
press, simplicity is very important, even simplicity at
the risk of oversimplification (Michalos et al. 2007).
ISQOLS formed a Committee for Societal QOL
Indexes in 2000, under the chairmanship of Michael
Hagerty, with the aim of evaluating 22 well-known
indexes against a set of 14 generally accepted ade-
quacy criteria. The report of the committee was
published in Hagerty et al. (2001). Of the 22 indexes

examined in that report, only two are discussed in the
Mgller, Huschka, and Michalos volume, namely, the
Eurobarometer and the UNDP’s Human Development
Index. So, that report provides a good supplement
to the papers in the Mgller, Huschka, and Michalos
volume.

A more substantial supplement to the Hagerty
et al. paper was published by Sirgy et al. (Sirgy et al.
2006a, b, c, d) with the somewhat grand title of
“The quality of life (QOL) research movement:
past, present and future.” While the authors of that
overview intended to provide a worldwide perspective,
close examination of its contents revealed an Anglo-
Saxon—North American bias. The bias can be adjusted
to some extent with the help of reviews by Noll (2002),
Berger-Schmitt and Jankowitsch (1999), several papers
in Glatzer et al. (2004), and the Mgller, Huschka, and
Michalos volume.

Noll’s (2008) contribution to the Mgller, Huschka,
and Michalos volume is properly subtitled “Rich
sources for quality of life research” because the diverse
cultures, regions, and great number of research centers
and research instruments available in Europe have
combined to produce a magnificent mine of social
indicators research. In the concluding section of
his paper, granting that there are problems with
“cross-country comparability,” Noll celebrates the
diversity of approaches used in the European surveys
as providing “an experimental setting, enhancing the
research potential by providing additional opportuni-
ties to study the implications of using the one or the
other measurement approach” (p. 17).

Beginning after the Eurobarometer that included
nine nations, the first European Values Study (EVS)
survey occurred in 1981 covering ten Western European
countries. In 1990, more European countries, Canada,
and the USA were added, and by 1999-2000, there
were 33 countries. While the EVS is run relatively
infrequently, the Eurobarometer surveys occur in the
spring and fall of every year, giving a database
covering over 30 years. The European Community
Household Panel Study (ECHP) was a longitudinal
annual survey running for 8 years, 1994-2001.
The European Social Survey began in 2002/2003, and
the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) in 2003.
One of the most attractive features of the European
Social Survey, in Noll’s view, is that it is based on a
eudaimonic rather than a hedonic concept of well-
being. While hedonists emphasize “positive feelings”
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following the historic tradition of Protagoras, eudai-
monists emphasize “being well and doing well” in
Aristotle’s phrase or “positive doings and functionings”
in Amartya Sen’s phrase. Concluding his contribution,
Noll wrote that “if one expects that quality of life
research faces a bright future in Europe it is not only
due to the richness of data, but also due to the fact that
enhancing quality of life in all member states is among
the major policy goals of the European Union” (p. 19).
Good supplements to this paper may be found in
Hagerty et al. (2002) and Vogel (2003).

The contribution by Shin (2008) in the Mgller,
Huschka, and Michalos volume is a fine follow-up
to the comprehensive collection published in Social
Indicators Research (i.e., The Quality of Life in
Korea: Comparative and Dynamic Perspective) by
Shin et al. (2003). The Korea Barometer Surveys
described by Shin (2008) began in 1988 “with the
installation of the democratic Sixth Republic.” With 10
national surveys running from October 1988 to July
2004, the Korea Barometer provides an extraordinary
record of changes in the quality of life of a country
in transition “from a low-income country into an
economic powerhouse...from a repressive military
dictatorship into a maturing democracy...from a nation
of mostly rural people into one of urbanites...
[and] from a nation with a predominately traditional
Confucian culture into a multi-cultural nation...”
(p. 60). Summarizing his findings, Shin remarked that
“Koreans neither interpret nor value democracy in the
same way as Westerners do,” and that, unfortunately,
“democratization, globalization, industrialization,
urbanization, and many other changes that have taken
place in Korea during the past two decades have not
contributed to the building of a nation of greater well-
being. Instead, those changes have transformed the
country into a nation of lesser well-being” (p. 62).

Graham’s (2008) contribution to the Mgller,
Huschka, and Michalos volume compared results from
the 2001 Latinobarometro with pooled data from the
US General Social Survey from 1973 to 1998 and the
Russian Longitudinal Monitoring Survey of 2000.
She provided a fine illustration of how attitudinal
surveys from diverse parts of the globe could reveal
new insights and provoke new research questions and
problems for policy makers. Among her most interesting
findings from the Latin American data, she discovered
that “...the non-linear relationship between income
and happiness holds for countries that are at very low
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levels of GDP per capita, like Honduras and Guatemala.
Earlier literature on the developed economies posited
that non-linearities set in well after basic needs
were met, at roughly $10,000 per capita. The Latin
America results suggest that the level is much lower...
[and as others have found] Average country income
levels had no significant effects on happiness in any
of the countries we studied, even the very poor
ones, while relative income differences dominated”
(pp- 98-99).

The Survey of Living Conditions in the Arctic
(SLiCA) reported by Kruse et al. (2008) represents
another collaborative initiative involving eight countries
and many more indigenous people and communities.
It took the researchers about 3 years and eleven work-
shops to craft their questionnaire, which included “950
variables per respondent” and “7,200 observations,”
and it took about 6 years (2001-2006) to collect data.
Respondents were divided into approximately 76%
Inuit from Canada, Greenland, and Alaska, and 24%
Chukchi, Evan, Chuvan, and Yukagir from Chukotka
in Russia. As reported in other regions of the world
concerning other people, in this collection and else-
where, “Inuit adults who receive a poverty level
personal income (60% or less of the median income in
their indigenous settlement region) are less likely to be
very satisfied with their life as a whole than adults who
receive higher personal incomes (32 versus 43%). But
at higher levels of personal income, the level of income
is not always associated with a higher likelihood of
being very satisfied with life as a whole” (p. 123).
Results from the SLiCA will be essential building
blocks for an “Arctic Social Indicators system.”

The contribution of Cummins et al. (2008) to the
Mgller, Huschka, and Michalos volume describes the
construction and application of the Australian Unity
Well-being Index (AUWI), which is composed of a
Personal Well-being Index (PWI) and a National
Well-being Index (NWI). The PWI is based on an
average of respondents’ reported levels of personal
satisfaction with seven domains of their own lives
(e.g., health, personal relationships), and the NWI is
based on an average of respondents’ reported levels of
personal satisfaction with six domains of national life
(e.g., the economy, the environment). The PWI and
NWI are not aggregated. The first application of the
AUWTI occurred in a national survey in April 2001, and
the report in the Mgller, Huschka, and Michalos
volume covers results of 17 such surveys.
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In his contribution to the Mgller, Huschka, and
Michalos volume, Mattes (2008) described the
Afrobarometer as “a systematic, cross-national survey
of public attitudes in sub-Saharan Africa” (p. 162).
The main scale used in the survey is called the Lived
Poverty Index (LPI), and it is constructed by averaging
five possible responses to five items formatted in the
same way, i.e., “Over the past year, how often, if ever
have you or your family gone without...? (e.g., enough
food to eat, enough clean water for home use).”
The possible responses are “never” (=0), “just once or
twice” (=1), “several times” (=2), “many times” (=3)
and “always” (=4). Results of three rounds of national
surveys are discussed, including 12 countries in
1999-2001, 16 countries in 2002-2003 and 18 coun-
tries in 2005-2006 (with 25,359 responses in the third
round). One of the most interesting findings related to
the LPI is that “while lived poverty has weak if not
perverse linkages with GDP growth, it has moderately
strong and predictable linkages with democratization...
the more a country expanded political liberties and
political rights between 2003 and 2005, the lower
its level of lived poverty in 2005 (r=-.625%%)”
(p- 178). Mgller (1997) would be a good supplement
to this paper.

In the last paper of the Mgller, Huschka, and
Michalos collection, Inoguchi and Fujii (2008)
described the AsiaBarometer as “a regional opinion
survey project regularly conducted in a broader East
Asia encompassing East, Southeast, South and Central
Asia with a focus on daily lives of ordinary people”
(p. 187). The project included national surveys in
10 countries of Asia in 2003, 13 countries in East and
Southeast Asia in 2004, 14 countries in South and
Central Asia in 2005, 7 countries in East Asia in 2006
and 6 countries in Southeast Asia in 2007. Two of the
countries surveyed in 2005 (Turkmenistan and Bhutan)
had never had any opinion surveys before. Sensitivity
to local cultures, issues, aspirations, and languages is
emphasized at every step of the development of the
surveys, from questionnaire construction to analysis
and dissemination of results. As reported by others in the
Mgller, Huschka, and Michalos collection, Inoguchi
and Fujii remark that “Economic development brings
about the improvement of income level, but it does
not enhance social stability and sense of security”
(p- 202). Good supplements to this paper may be found
in Bowles and Woods (2000), Tang (2000), Shin et al.
(2003), and Shek et al. (2005).

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Planning

The period of 1990s and 2000s experienced a surge of
community indicators projects. Many towns, cities,
counties, cantons, and regions initiated their own com-
munity indicator projects, in essence social indicator
projects at a local level. These community indicator
projects involve the use of both objective and sub-
jective indicators related to social, economic, and
environmental well-being of community residents. The
interest in community indicator projects prompted
the International Society for Quality of Life Studies
(ISQOLS) to organize its first conference on community
QOL indicators in 2002. This was followed by another
major conference on community QOL indicators in
2004. ISQOLS, in collaboration with other professional
associations such as the National Planning Council
Association and the American Planning Association,
spawned another organization called the Community
Indicators Consortium (www.communityindicators.net)
and organized annual conferences that have been held
since 2004. In this vein, Sirgy and colleagues devel-
oped a book series related to best practices in commu-
nity indicator projects (Sirgy 1991, 2006a, b, c, d,
2007a, b, c, 2009). Related to this activity, ISQOLS
initiated a certification program to train QOL research-
ers to become professionally proficient in the science
of community indicators research (Sirgy 2007).

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Health and Medicine

With respect to QOL and health, the World Health
Organization Quality of Life (WHOQOL) group
defined QOL as “individuals’ perceptions of their
position in life in the context of the culture and value
systems in which they live, and in relation to their goals,
expectations, standards, and concerns” (The
WHOQOL Group 1996). The QOL concept in health
has been broadened to include environmental
aspects. Much research in health-related QOL has
been based on this definition. Examples of a most
commonly used health-related QOL instrument,
based on this definition of health, is the Short-Form
36-item Health Survey (SF-36) capturing functional
status and well-being (Stewart and Ware 1992).
Also, the 1990s and 2000s witnessed much research
activity in the development of disease-specific health-
related QOL instruments. Hundreds of such measures
were developed cutting across medical conditions,
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illness domains, and patient populations (Patrick
and Chiang 2000).

With respect to the rise of institutions related to
health-related QOL, the 1990s and 2000s witnessed
a surge of institutional activity. New journals were
established devoted to health-related QOL such as
Quality of Life Research and Health and Quality of
Life Outcomes. Many health-related QOL publications
appeared in the traditional medical journals such as
Medical Care, Journal of Clinical Epidemiology,
American Journal of Public Health, British Medical
Journal, Journal of the American Medical Association,
New England Journal of Medicine, and the Lancet,
as well as the myriad of specialty journals. The
International Society for Quality of Life Research, a
professional association dedicated to health-related
QOL, was established in 1995. Health-related QOL
groups were also established within many professional
societies, including those that focus on a particular
condition and others that cut across many different
health conditions such as the Cochrane Collaboration.

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Management

With respect to management, the 1990s and 2000s
saw much research on the effectiveness of specific
QWL programs such as alternative work arrange-
ments, employee involvement, and job design (e.g.,
Schermerhorn et al. 2003); employee involvement
programs (Cummings and Worley 2001); and job
design (Schermerhorn et al. 2003). Much of that
research has established that the consequences of QWL
programs are not limited to QWL enhancement. QWL
programs contribute to employee job motivation and
job performance, employee loyalty and commitment
to the organization, low turnover rate, lower rates of
employee absenteeism, and lower strife between man-
agement and labor (Cartwright and Cooper 2009;
Korman 1994; Warr 2007).

Social Indicators and QOL Research

in Marketing

Marketing research guided by the QOL concept
experienced a surge in the 1990s and 2000s (Lee and
Sirgy 2005; Sirgy 2001). Much research focused on the
development of consumer well-being measures related
to specific industry sector. For example, Meadow and
Sirgy (2008) developed a measure to capture elderly’s
satisfaction with local shopping in ways that is directly
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related to life satisfaction. Sirgy et al. (2008) developed
a measure of consumer well-being capturing commu-
nity residents’ satisfaction with local retail institutions
and shopping, the retail services available to help
consumers assemble consumer goods, the financial
services allowing consumers to own high-cost durable
goods, consumption of goods and services purchased
locally, the servicing and repair of locally purchased
durable goods, and the disposal of these goods. This
construct of consumer well-being was found to
positively influence community well-being and life
satisfaction. In the housing sector, Grzeskowiak
et al. (2006) developed a housing well-being measure
to help builders develop residential real estate that
enhance the QOL of homeowners. In the travel and
tourism industry, Neal et al. (2007) developed a mea-
sure capturing tourist satisfaction with tourism services
in relation to leisure well-being and life satisfaction.
In the telecommunications industry, Sirgy et al. (2007a)
developed a consumer well-being related to the use of
cell phones. In higher education, Sirgy et al. (2007b)
developed a college campus quality of life measure.
In relation to personal transportation and automobiles,
Sirgy et al. (20064, b, c, d) developed a consumer
well-being measure capturing the contribution of
personal transportation on life satisfaction. In relation
to the Internet, Sirgy et al. (20064, b, ¢, d) developed a
measure of consumer well-being directly related to the
use of the Internet and the Internet’s impact on the
user’s QOL.

Uses of Social Indicators and QOL
Research

The uses of social indicators can be described in
terms of four major functions, namely the enlighten-
ment function, the public policy function, the medical
function, and the managerial function.

The Enlightenment Function

The Social Indicators Movement was motivated by the
principle that it is important to monitor changes
over time in a broad range of social phenomena that
extend beyond the traditional economic indicators and
that include indicators of quality of life (Andrews
1986:401; Noll and Zapf 1994:5). Many organized
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actors in contemporary society — including government
agencies, organizations and activists interested in social
change programs, scholars, and marketing researchers
interested in market development and product innova-
tions — monitor indicators in which they have a vested
interest and want to see increase or decline (Ferriss
1988:603).

A second principle that has been part of the Social
Indicators Movement from the outset (e.g., Biderman
1970; Land 1996) is that a critically important role of
social indicators in contemporary democratic socie-
ties is public enlightenment through social reporting.
In brief, modern democracies require social reporting to
describe social trends, explain why an indicator series
behaves as it does and how this knowledge affects
interpretation, and highlight important relationships
among series (Parke and Seidman 1978:15).

It also is important to document the consequences
that are reasonably attributable to changes in a series.
This includes the systematic use of social indicators to
forecast trends in social conditions and/or turning
points therein (Land 1983:21). To be sure, the pro-
jection or forecasting of social conditions is filled
with uncertainties. Techniques range from the naive
extrapolation of recent trends to futuristic scenario
construction to complex model building with regres-
sion, time series, or stochastic process techniques.
Moreover, there appears to be intrinsic limits to the
accuracy of forecasts in large-scale natural and social
systems (Land and Schneider 1987). But demands for
the anticipation of the future (at a minimum, for the
description of “what will happen if present trends
continue”), for foresight and forward thinking in the
public and private sectors, and for the assessment of
critical trends (Gore 1990) appear to be an intrinsic
part of contemporary postindustrial societies. Thus, it
is prudent to expect that the “anticipation” task will
become an increasingly important part of the enlight-
enment function of social indicators.

As the decades of the 1990s and 2000s unfolded,
the model of a comprehensive national social report in
the tradition pioneered by Ogburn and Olson clearly
had faltered in the USA, at least in the sense of Federal
government sponsorship and/or production. But the
key ideas of monitoring, reporting, and forecasting
were evident to greater or lesser extents in the pro-
duction of continuing, periodic subject-matter-specific
publications by various Federal agencies, including
Science Indicators (published by the National Science

Foundation), The Condition of Education, Youth
Indicators, and Educational Indicators (published by
the Department of Education), the Report to the Nation
on Crime and Justice (published by the Department of
Justice), Health USA (published by the Department of
Health and Human Services), and numerous Bureau of
the Census publications. Special topics involving groups
of Federal agencies also receive attention from time to
time. For instance, the Federal Interagency Forum on
Child and Family Statistics began in 1997 an annual
publication on America’s Children: Key National Indi-
cators of Well-being. In addition, the USA has numerous
private research organizations, policy institutes, and
scholars that continue to produce reports, monographs,
and books interpreting social trends and develop-
ments in various areas of social concern. Caplow et al.
(1991) published a privately generated, comprehensive
social report on the USA. The report follows a frame-
work that was employed for several other countries
(France, Germany, Italy, and others). These social
reports provided the basis for a study of the compara-
tive social change in the several Western countries.

In contrast to the situation in the USA, compre-
hensive social reports/social indicators compendiums
continue to be published periodically in several other
countries. Examples are the Social Trends series publi-
shed annually since 1970 by the UK’s Central Statistical
Office, the Datenreport series published biennially
since 1983 by the Federal Republic of Germany, the
Social and Cultural Report published biennially by the
Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands,
and Australian Social Trends published annually
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Citations and
summary reviews of these and other social indicators/
social reports publications can be found in the quarterly
newsletter and review of social reports, SINET: Social
Indicators Network News (http://www.soc.duke.edu/
dept/sinet/index.html/).

The difference in the organization of social indica-
tors/reporting work in the USA as compared to that in
other countries is in part attributable to the lack of
central statistical office responsible for the coordination
of all Federal statistical activities in the USA. More
generally, despite the invention of the ideas of social
indictors and comprehensive social reporting in the
USA, the sector reports on science, health, education,
crime, and housing are all that remain of official
Federal reporting systems. While US Federal adminis-
trations have issued reports that attempt to review
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national social conditions (US President’s National
Goals Research Staff 1970; US President’s Commission
for a National Agenda for the Eighties 1980), the US
Congress has proposed but never finally mandated a
social report on the Nation.

Whether a new round of legislative effort will
eventually create the necessary institutional base for a
national social report remains to be seen. Perhaps
marking a turning point and indicative of things to
come is Public Law 100-297, enacted April 28, 1988,
which requires an annual education indicators report to
the President and Congress. Another possibility centers
upon an effort by the US General Accounting Office
(2003), acting at the behest of a Congressional com-
mittee, to develop a system of “key indicators” for the
USA (see also www.keyindicators.org).

The Policy Analysis Function

Policy analysts distinguish various ways of guiding or
affecting public policy, including problem definition,
policy choice and evaluation of alternatives, and
program monitoring (MacRae 1985:20-29). In the for-
mative days of social indicator development, Bertram
M. Gross advocated the application of social indicators
to policy evaluation and development (Gross and
Springer 1967). The social reporting/public enlighten-
ment approach to social indicators centers around the
first of these, namely, the use of social indicators in prob-
lem definition and the framing of the terms of policy
discourse. Indeed, studies of the actual use of social
indicators suggest that this is precisely the manner in
which they have affected public action (Innes 1989).
But policy analysts always have hoped for more
from social indicators, namely, the shaping of public
policy and planning through the policy choice process.
At a minimum, this requires the identification of
key variables that determine criterion indicators and
changes therein (i.e., causal knowledge). More gener-
ally, it requires the construction of elaborate causal
models and forecasting equations (often in the form of
a “computer model”) that can be used to simulate
“what would happen if” under a variety of scenarios
about policies and actions. An example of this is the
development of the US National Cancer Institute
model for the control and reduction of the incidence of
cancer in the USA to the year 2000 (Greenwald and
Sondik 1986). Various policy and action scenarios and
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their implications for cancer mortality were simulated
and estimated with this computer model. These
simulations led to a decision to allocate funds to a pre-
vention, education, screening, and treatment, and their
implications for cancer mortality were simulated and
estimated with this computer model. These simulations
led to a decision to allocate funds to a prevention
program rather than to additional clinical treatment.

The Medical Function

Health-related QOL assessment has had a great deal of
utility on medicine and medical interventions. Much
of health-related QOL encourages the medical pro-
fession to concentrate on “accurate depiction of how
health influences and is influenced by the experience
of the body and the mind within a social and cultural
context” (Sirgy et al. 2004). This research is helping
clinicians develop medical interventions that do not
only focus on the physical health of the patient but also
“social health.” In other words, measuring health-related
QOL of particular patients or patient populations guide
individual interventions as well as the development of
medical interventions directed to large-scale diseased
populations.

At the international level, health-related QOL
research is also guiding public policy regarding dispari-
ties in health status within and across the developed
world and developing world. International health
organizations such as the World Health Organization
(WHO) are leading this effort. The goal is to treat
disease in a social context. That physical illness is
highly intertwined with the social, economic, and envi-
ronmental conditions of people. That illness cannot be
“cured” or prevented by strictly focusing on physical
ailments. Public policies are formulated to address the
social, economic, and environmental conditions of
diseased populations.

The Managerial Function

Two functions of corporate management — working
life and marketing — have important QOL compo-
nents. First, Russell Ackoff, emeritus professor of
operations research and systems science at University
of Pennsylvania, argued that QWL is the answer to
America’s corporate world (Ackoff 1994). That is,
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if corporate management focused its efforts on

enhancing QWL, the result would be significantly

higher profits. Ackoff conceptualizes the business

enterprise as a social system producing and distribut-

ing wealth and raising the standard of living. The QWL

within a social system is the key to business success.

Work can be designed to be challenging and enjoyable.

Doing so would increase workers commitment to the

organization and the motivation to excel and achieve

excellence.
Study after study has shown that a happy employee

is a productive employee (Greenhaus et al. 1987).

A happy employee is a dedicated and loyal employee.

Much research has shown that QWL may have a signifi-

cant impact on employee behavioral responses such

as organizational identification, job satisfaction, job

involvement, job effort, job performance, intention to

quit, organizational turnover, and personal alienation

(e.g., Carter et al. 1990; Efraty and Sirgy 1990; Efraty

et al. 1991; Lewellyn and Wibker 1990). Sirgy (1991)

summed up the managerial implications of QWL

research as follows:

e Provide employees with prompt performance
feedback

e Allow employees to participate in important deci-
sions that affect the health and welfare of the entire
organization

» Establish role clarity

* Meet employees’ informational and motivational
needs

e Compensate employees well

e Compensate employees fairly and equitably

* Use alternative work arrangement to balance the
demands of work and nonwork domains

e Design jobs that satisfy individual needs

e Match job design with employee needs

e Assign workers low in social and growth needs to
routine jobs

e Assign workers high in social but low in growth
needs to traditional work groups

* Assign workers who are low in social but high in
growth needs to enriched jobs

e Assign workers who are high in social and growth
needs to self-managed teams

* Use of information technology to facilitate perfor-
mance and enhance productivity
In addition, the growth of the marketing discipline

and the evolution of the QOL concept in marketing

thought are important markers in the history of marketing,

administrative, and policy sciences. The growth and
acceptance of the QOL concept in marketing and
related disciplines is important in that professionals
in all kinds of organizations are more likely than ever
to adopt the QOL concept as a point of reference.
This point of reference or philosophy serves to guide
their decision-making in the service of the various
organizational stakeholders (e.g., customers, suppliers,
distributors, creditors, employees, the local community,
and the environment). Doing so would benefit society
significantly. In other words, QOL studies in mar-
keting are designed to help marketing managers make
develop marketing programs to enhance the QOL of
customer groups in ways not to adversely impact other
organizational stakeholders such as employees, the
local community, and the environment.

Prospects for the Future

We modestly anticipate that social indicators and
QOL research will continue to serve the enlightenment
function for societies and their citizens and politicians.
We expect that decision makers of all kinds will find
many applications in the future of social indicators and
QOL research to policy choice and evaluation. In par-
ticular, such applications probably will occur in three
areas. The first is the additional development of evi-
dence-based, theoretically informed, and policy-
relevant indicators and models for national- and/or
regional-level analyses within particular fields, such as
health, education, crime, and science (Bulmer 1989).
In such applications, the phenomena to be included
are definable and delimited, and the limitations of
the data on which the indicators are based are known.
The health field, particularly, may be expected to
pursue change sequences, as evident in the pages of
Health USA.

We also expect the use of social indicators and
QOL research to expand in the field of social impact
assessment (Finsterbusch 1980; Land 1982). Social
impact assessment has developed as part of environ-
mental impact assessment legislation and attempts to
anticipate the social effects of large-scale public
projects (e.g., dams, highways, nuclear waste disposal
facilities) as well as to assess the damage of both
natural and human-made disasters (e.g., earthquakes,
oil spills, nuclear plant accidents). The use of QOL
measures, now quite reliably measured, could enhance
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evaluation of public intervention efforts, such as the
program of the Appalachian Regional Commission
and the Delta Regional Authority, now evaluated by
less precise methods (Ferriss 2004). This application
of social indicators in impact assessments brings the
field back full circle to its point of origination in
the American Academy effort of the 1960s.

We also expect the many time series of indicators
now available will increasingly be used by social
scientists to assess theories, hypotheses, and models of
social change, thus bringing social indicators and QOL
data to bear on core issues in understanding positive
social change in every walk of life. With a tremendous
increase in the richness of data available for many
societies today as compared to two or three decades
ago, a new generation of social indicators and QOL
researchers has returned to the task of constructing
QOL indices and other performance metrics. Thus,
the field of social indicators and QOL research probably
will see several decades of development and competi-
tion among various indices and measures with a cor-
responding need for careful assessments to determine
which indices and measures have substantive validity
for which populations in the assessment of the QOL
and its changes over time and social space.
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The Good Life: Eighth Century
to Third Century BCE*

Alex C. Michalos and Steven R. Robinson

Introduction

In very broad strokes, one may think of the quality of
life of an individual or community as a function of the
actual conditions of that life and what an individual or
community makes of those conditions. What a person
or community makes of those conditions is in turn a
function of how the conditions are perceived, what is
thought and felt about those conditions, what is done,
and finally, what consequences follow from what is
done. People’s perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and
actions, then, have an impact on their own and others’
living conditions.

Taking the two main variables together (conditions of
life and what people make of them), one can construct
four scenarios which, with some exaggeration, may be
described as different kinds of paradise and hell.

1. If people’s living conditions are good, and people
accurately perceive and think about them, feel good,
and act appropriately, we may describe that as Real
Paradise.

2. If people’s living conditions are bad, and people accu-
rately perceive and think about them, feel bad, and
act appropriately, we may describe that as Real Hell.
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3. If people’s living conditions are bad, and people
inaccurately perceive and think about them, feel
good, and act inappropriately, we may describe that
as the classical Fool’s Paradise.

4. If people’s living conditions are good, and people
inaccurately perceive and think about them, feel
bad, and act inappropriately, we may describe that
as a Fool’s Hell.

Although some complicated epistemological and
evaluative material was smuggled into the four
scenarios, it may be neglected for present purposes.
The most important point to be made here is that the
classical notion of a Fool’s Paradise requires at least
the sort of two-variable model mentioned in the first
paragraph. This notion is based on the common sense
view that there is a real world, however roughly appre-
hended, and that there are good reasons for believing
that some perceptions, etc. are more acceptable than
others.

As the remnants of the works of ancient authors
are examined below, and as one would easily discover
by examining the works of contemporary authors, the
common sense view of the human condition is not
universally appreciated and accepted. While anyone
with any democratic sensitivity would grant that each
person’s assessment of his or her own life should be
accorded some privileged status, it is far from obvious
that such privilege should override all other consi-
derations. Nevertheless, for some of the ancients and
their modern followers, it is apparently supposed that
people’s personal assessments of the quality of their
lives are not only privileged but also ultimately defini-
tive. So, for example, it seems to be supposed that if
some people are satisfied living in unsanitary environ-
ments, breathing polluted air and drinking polluted
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water, abusing and being abused by family members
and strangers, suffering imposed restrictions on oppor-
tunities for personal achievement and development,
and generally facing an array of life chances promising
a life that is relatively nasty, brutish, and short rather
than pleasant, elegant, and long, then that is acceptable.
It seems to be supposed, wittingly or not, that however
constrained the perceptions, beliefs, and so on of the
people living in such conditions and assessing them
as satisfactory, their assessments are paramount. For
people holding such populist and somewhat post-
modern views, there can be no Fool’s Paradise, because
there can be no fools foolish enough to misjudge their
own satisfaction. For people holding such views, the
quality of life, the good life, is completely internalized
and determined by each person’s own experiences.
Then, since each person has privileged access to his or
her own experiences, personal reports of those experi-
ences must be equally privileged.

For the purposes of this essay, it does not matter if
one accepts the one or two-variable view of the basic
elements required for a proper assessment of the quality
of life. In keeping with an old sociological tradition
of revealing one’s most important assumptions rather
than trying to eliminate them, it is worthwhile to present
the options and the author’s biases up front. Inherent
in the notion of a Fool’s Paradise is the commitment
to a higher, more scientific level of knowledge or
awareness from which peoples’ everyday, unreflective
notions of happiness may be interrogated and evaluated.
It is important to remember that the world contains
many people living in poverty, lacking adequate
food, shelter, and medical care, and facing life chances
offering little hope of relief. The good life that we must
want and achieve for all people is not just a life in
which people feel good, no matter how terrible their
real life conditions are, but one in which they feel good
with the best of all reasons, because the objectively
measurable conditions of their lives merit a positive
assessment. In the ancient world, it was those we label
“philosophers” who most self-consciously took up the
task of working beyond common-sense notions towards
an evidential basis for such epistemic claims. That is
why this chapter will concentrate mostly on the work
of the ancient philosophers.

Veenhoven (2000) provided an excellent review of
many classificatory schemes for the idea of quality of
life and presented his own preferred schemes. Some of
these may be found in his essay on happiness in this
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volume. The most complete explanation of our general
taxonomy of issues concerning the definition of “quality
of life” may be found in Michalos (1980, 2008).
It would take us too far off our main topic to examine
this approach and compare it with Veenhoven’s in any
reasonable level of detail. Briefly and roughly speaking,
we think the word “quality” in the phrase “quality of
life” is used to refer to two kinds of things, descriptions
and evaluations, which are conceptually distinct but in
fact usually more or less blended. Veenhoven believes
there are many kinds of qualities, but he prefers a
scheme with four main species. In particular, he thinks
that there are the qualities of livability, life-ability,
utility, and life appreciation. He seems to grant that
these four species are neither exhaustive of all possible
types nor mutually exclusive in pairs. He recognizes
that practically everything can be regarded as useful
for something, which implies that everything in the
other three categories could be included in the utility
category. Sure we agree that no scheme developed so
far is powerful enough to capture the great variety of
ideas and issues involved in defining and measuring
quality of life. For the purposes of this essay, we think
the fourfold scheme presented above is particularly
useful, although Veenhoven’s fourfold scheme would
also be workable.

This overview of ideas about the good life from the
eighth to the third century BCE is based primarily on
the writings of a few outstanding philosophers selected
from a remarkably long list of candidates. Specialists
in ancient philosophy may wonder why Cynics,
Cyrenaics, Stoics, and Skeptics have been neglected,
and the answer is simple enough. It seemed more
useful to provide more details on the work of a few
than fewer details on the work of many. The overview
here will provide interested readers with sufficient
background information to undertake further explora-
tions on their own and give others enough information
to appreciate the main similarities and differences
between ideas of the good life then and now. A good
overview of some of the ideas of philosophers neglected
here may be found in Parry (2004).

Dover (1974) published a fine study of “popular
morality” in the fourth century BCE based primarily
on the writings of forensic and political orators, drama-
tists, and poets, and explicitly omitting the views of
most philosophers (Dover 1974, p. xii). As Dover
understood it, “popular morality” frequently involved
assumptions and pronouncements about the good life
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and the best way to live. Most Greeks were not familiar
with the writings of most philosophers, and the writings
of the relatively better known orators, dramatists, and
poets did not display the highest regard for them. So,
Dover thought that it was best to leave the views of the
philosophers aside in his attempt to give an accurate
account of the views of average folks. Here we will
examine the views of some outstanding philosophers
of the period, including their views of what average
folks thought. While all the philosophers mentioned
here were extraordinary people with relatively extraor-
dinary views compared to their contemporaries, some
common and fairly conventional themes appear in all
the works cited. The persistence and relevance of these
same themes today is perhaps the most interesting
product of our investigation.

All of the philosophers discussed in this overview
lived on the lands near the eastern Mediterranean,
Aegean, and Black Seas, including what we now call
the Middle East. Readers should be aware that “not a
single work of any of the “Presocratic” philosophers
has been preserved from antiquity to the present”
(McKirahan 1994, p. ix). Thus, for all of the philoso-
phers before and even many of those after Socrates, the
literature review that follows is a review of bits and
pieces of their thoughts, sayings, and/or writings.
For the presocratics especially, there are fragments
purported to be actual quotations, but often liable to be
paraphrased or rough approximations of the philoso-
phers’ actual views. Often enough there is no way to
confirm or disconfirm authenticity, and even when
authenticity is relatively well established, there is
often considerable controversy concerning the most
appropriate interpretation of a fragment in its original
language and the most appropriate translation of
the original text. Add to these problems the number
of centuries of reproductions, errors of omission
and commission, and commentaries by more or less
well-informed, well-intentioned (the main reports we
have of the views of some philosophers come from
hostile critics), and well-resourced researchers, and
the difficulty of producing an accurate overview
of the work of our ancestors becomes clear. Were it
not for the excellent analyses of McKirahan (1994)
and Annas (1993, 1999), this overview would have
been greatly impoverished. As the text will reveal,
our debt to these two authors is substantial, and it is
matched by much admiration for and appreciation of
their work.
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General Issues

Because a somewhat detailed examination of authors
might lead readers to focus only on the trees as it were
but fail to see the forest, we supposed that some
general comments would be useful. They have been
assembled here under the rubrics of Tragedy, Orphism,
and Politics.

Tragedy

With the exception of Homer, Hesiod, and Theognis,
the authors reviewed here are all philosophers, and yet
these same philosophers were oftentimes reacting to
expressions of contrary ideas in print or in practice by
the non-philosophers around them (sophists, drama-
tists, orators, poets). It might therefore interest readers
to be aware of some of the powerful positions that
these philosophers were up against in putting forth
their own theories. An example is tragedy. Tragedy
was not just a dramatic genre, but tended to project a
set of substantive views about the scope and meaning
of human life. Plato, for one, saw those substantive
tragic views as socially corrosive, and apparently
sought to supplant them in his own work. An example
of the substantive views to be found in tragedy is that
humans are not in control of their destinies and are
the playthings of the gods. The tragic plays thus have
implications for notions of human agency, success,
and happiness, ranging from extreme religious conser-
vatism to outright pessimism. For example, in the play
Oedipus at Colonus, the playwright Sophocles (1954)
has his chorus declare, almost as if it is the moral of the
story, that the best thing for humans — the highest
human good — is to not even be born in the first place;
second best is to die quickly (11.1224ff). It would not
be stretching things too far to suggest that the tragic
poets were toying with the idea that all of human life is
a Fool’s Paradise — and that the notorious cases they
dramatize in their plots teach us the lesson that it can-
not really be otherwise. The tragedians claimed this
privileged insight not on the basis of scientific inquiry
but rather by offering a hard look at our collective
self-deceptions. By contrast, the philosophers (with
the exception of some like Heraclitus, perhaps) tend
to reject outright the substantive theses of tragedy,
and instead see “critical human reason” as providing
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a deeper understanding of human nature which can
empower us to master ourselves and guarantee our
human happiness and success in life.

Orphism

Greek religion divided into two in the crucial period that
we are surveying here. There was the standard version
that we are all familiar with (Delphic/Homeric religion)
which employed public, politically established cults
based on well-known myths and traditional practices;
and then there was “mystery religion” (Orphic/Bacchic)
which operated in private cults based on secret teach-
ings. In the former, there was a clear doctrine of a dismal
afterlife (captured effectively in Homer’s Odyssey Bk
XI, as Odysseus visits the underworld to commune with
the dead). On Homer’s view, our earthly life is brief and
is really all we get; it is therefore important that we use
it correctly and not throw away our one-and-only chance
at happiness. By contrast, in the Orphic “mystery reli-
gion,” human souls are immortal and travel from life-to-
life in a sequence of bodies, some not even human
(described in our section below on Pythagoras). It is
taken for granted that life here on earth is bad (in fact it
is meant to be a kind of punishment), and true happiness
comes only to those who have been purified of their
bodies through long practice of morally upright behav-
ior; those blessed ones rejoin the gods in the afterlife. It
is also taken for granted by the Orphics that “higher”
lives here on earth have more opportunity for happiness,
and that “lower” lives are correspondingly miserable
(including higher and lower human lives), and that souls
earn differential placements in the next life through the
moral choices they make. It seems to us that whether a
philosopher has Orphic or Delphic/Homeric sympathies
is going to profoundly affect the way they view happi-
ness in this life. For Orphics, there might once again be
a real possibility of sliding into the view that what most
humans take for happiness is a Fool’s Paradise — but
unlike the tragedians, the Orphics believe that there is “a
way out” into a Real Paradise (for Orphic philosophers,
this “way out” leads through science, mathematics, and
philosophy).

Now, of the philosophers we will consider here,
Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Plato all have clearly
Orphic sympathies. We would therefore expect that their
views of human happiness will be conditioned by their
belief in an afterlife that rewards morally upright behavior
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in this otherwise generally bad and unhappy life of ours.
For instance, in Plato’s account of Socrates’ trial,
Apology, Socrates declares he is happy with the outcome,
despite the fact that he was convicted of a serious crime
he did not commit and will promptly be executed —
unjustly. This shows how a belief in the afterlife can
complicate definitions of happiness in the here and now.
Socrates goes on to describe the imagined afterlife as an
“extraordinary happiness” [EUDAIMONIA], spending
his time there questioning the other dead just as he had
questioned the living: “I think it would be not unpleas-
ant;” moreover, “They are happier there than we are here
in other respects...if indeed what we are told is true”
(Plato 2000, p. 42). If Plato shares the views he attributes
to Socrates, then it is at least questionable the extent to
which he would authentically commit to any view of
happiness that lines up with popular conceptions. Other
philosophers considered here, like Heraclitus, Protagoras,
Antiphon, Democritus, and Epicurus, emphatically reject
Orphic principles and espouse a correspondingly this-
worldly conception of happiness.

Politics

There is an inherent aristocratic bias in most Greek
views of happiness or success in human life. All of the
authors considered here were members of an educated
elite in Greece, though not all of them are elitists,
strictly speaking. A standard ancient Greek formula was
that happiness corresponds to goodness: “living well
and doing well,” where living well means enjoying the
good things in life, and doing well means winning
praise and fame for one’s moral responsibility and
leadership. Only aristocrats really had any opportunity
to “do well” (i.e., to engage personally in high-profile
activities that could benefit their whole community
and thereby draw praise). The “little people” had little
scope to perform beneficial acts and therefore little
scope to be “good” — and likewise little hope of enjoy-
ing “the good things in life.” Nonetheless, there was a
very definite decline in the prospects of the aristocracy
across the period discussed here, and with it a democ-
ratizing tendency in conceptions of both goodness
and happiness (so for Aristotle, in principle, almost
every free man has the potential to be happy — slaves,
however, do not). An important part of this story is
that some of our authors (like Homer, Theognis,
and perhaps Plato) took a staunchly aristocratic line
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(i.e., some people are inherently better and therefore
properly more happy than others), while other authors,
like Hesiod, Aristotle, Democritus, and Epicurus, take
a much more democratic line (i.e., nothing “heroic”
is required in order to achieve happiness). These
two ideologies spar with each other throughout our
period, and a philosopher’s politics sometimes informs
what he says about human happiness. In this regard,
it is worth mentioning one of the lyric poets, named
Simonides. He was employed professionally to write
praise poetry celebrating the greatness, and happiness,
of his wealthy patrons. What he says in those poems
not only conveys his own sense of proper limitations
on expectations for happiness but also illustrates the
degree to which aristocratic power had declined by his
day. For instance, the following lines were written to
celebrate the career of a notorious tyrant:
To become a truly good man is difficult, in hands and
feet and mind foursquare, fashioned without reproach....
For this reason I shall never cast away my allotted span
of life on an empty, unrealizable hope by searching for
something that cannot come into existence: a human
being altogether blameless.... I am not prone to fault-
finding; I am satisfied with anyone who is not bad nor
too shiftless.... All things are honorable in which the

shameful is not mingled. (Plato 1992a, b, Protagoras,
p. 34-44)

And likewise, all people are happy who succeed in not
debasing themselves too much. For Plato, this was far
too democratic a conception of life and happiness.

These background notions and assumptions about
human happiness (tragedy, Orphism, and political ide-
ologies) were culturally effective in ancient Greece
during this period. But in a sense, perhaps, they are
timeless: At any rate, one could find a range of modern
expressions from our own time to parallel them. They
should be kept in mind as one surveys the following
outline of ancient conceptions of happiness.

Homer (Eighth Century BCE)

Among the writers of the Archaic Age (c. 750-480
BCE), questions about the best life for an individual or
about the best kind of person to be had paramount
importance. The heroes of the epic poems ascribed to
Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, were larger than life
characters, born to and raised in privileged, noble, and
wealthy families, occasionally boasting gods or god-
desses in their family trees and displaying physical
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attractiveness and dexterity, as well as the qualities of
practically wise leadership, strength of character, cour-
age, justice, generosity, and piety. The best kind of
people were aristocrats, and the best kind of life was
aristocratic. Enjoying all the advantages of nobility,
such people would have a clear sense of noblesse oblige
and act accordingly. Still, a notable conflict may be
found between Homer’s two classic epics, in the char-
acters of Odysseus and Achilles (the main figures of the
Odyssey and the Iliad, respectively). Homer seemingly
puts them both forward as role models, but they differ
significantly. Achilles is straight and true, noble and
honest, but he is weak willed and ruled by his passions,
giving rise to tragic action that destroys his friends, and
eventually himself. Hence, he is a tragic figure.
Odysseus, on the other hand, is wily and clever but
morally unprincipled; he thinks nothing of lying, cheat-
ing, and manipulating others for his ends. He is always
working on schemes to trick people. Nonetheless, he
succeeds in all things, including his arrival home from
Troy and reunification with his long-suffering wife and
son. So in contrast to Achilles, Odysseus has a happy
ending. Homer portrays them both in entirely positive
terms, leaving us to puzzle out who we think is best, if
either, and why. Definitely, Odysseus would seem to be
“happiest.” The pathetic scene between Achilles and
Priam, the father of dead Hector, over Hector’s corpse
in Bk XXIV of lliad has been called the pattern for
subsequent tragic visions in Greek poetry.

According to McKirahan, changes in Greek society
from the beginning to the end of the Archaic Age
brought changes in people’s vision of a good life from
that of competitive to cooperative success:

...the various strands of the Homeric heroic ideal began
to unravel. In particular, good birth, wealth, and fighting
ability no longer automatically went together. This sort of
situation forced the issue: what are the best qualities we
can possess? What constitutes human ARETE [i.e.,
excellence, virtue or goodness]? The literary sources
contain conflicting claims about the best life for a person,
the best kind of person to be, and the relative merits of
qualities thought to be ingredients of human happiness.
(McKirahan 1994, p. 358)

Granting that there was a variety of conflicting claims
from a variety of “literary sources,” the evidence to be
presented here will show that there was also a rela-
tively common central core of ideas about a good life
and a good person that persisted from the eighth cen-
tury BCE to the fourth century BCE, a core that may
be discerned even today.
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Hesiod of Ascra (Late Eighth/Early Seventh
Century BCE)

The poems of Hesiod provide some insight into the
lives of people of his generation and their assessments
of what is good or bad. They lived in a world that was
regarded as intelligibly ordered and fundamentally
understandable, although filled with divine influences
ranging from the purely mysterious to the fairly anthro-
pomorphic Olympian gods. The connotative range
of the concept of divinity for ancient Greeks was
significantly different from its range today. Anything
imagined as immortal, ageless, and capable of indepen-
dent motion or power was regarded as divine. Hence,
for example, when the sixth century BCE Milesian
philosopher Thales posited water or Anaximander
posited some indefinite but spatially and temporally
unlimited stuff as the ultimate building material of
the world, that material would have been regarded as
divine. Anaximenes (c. 546 BCE) is reported to have
believed that the ultimate building material was air or
“dark mist,” and “gods and divine things” originated
from that material (McKirahan 1994, pp. 31-48). In the
Apology, an irate Socrates rhetorically challenged his
accusers with the question “Do I not even believe
that the sun or yet the moon are gods, as the rest of
mankind do?” (Plato 1914, p. 99).

The following passages from Hesiod’s Works and
Days indicate his views of some key features of a good
life for individuals and communities:

Those who give straight judgments to foreigners and citi-

zens and do not step at all aside from justice have a

flourishing city and the people prosper in it.

There is Peace, the nurse of children, throughout the
land, and wide-seeing Zeus never ordains harsh war for
them. Famine and Disaster never attend men of straight
judgment, but with good cheer they feed on the fruits of
their labors. For these the Earth bears the means of life in
abundance... But for those who have thoughts of evil
violence and cruel deeds, wide-seeing Zeus son of Kronos
has ordained justice. Often indeed the entire city of an
evil man suffers,... Famine and Disease together, and
the people perish.

Women do not give birth, but houses are diminished. ..
(McKirahan 1994, p. 14)

Although these lines contain names of deities long
discarded by people today (e.g., Peace, Famine,
Disaster, etc.), they also contain familiar themes of the
good life, i.e., flourishing and prosperous communi-
ties, populated by honest people, living in peace, and
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enjoying the fruits of their labor, without worries about
where the next meal will come from, with an absence
of disease, and with justice for all. Later in the same
poem, Hesiod describes the antithesis of a good soci-
ety through a kind of inversion of these themes. The
bad life is characterized as one in which

A father will not be like his children nor will they be at all
like him, nor will a guest be friendly to his host or com-
rade with comrade or brother with brother as before.
They will quickly come to dishonor their parents and
they grow old,...

There will be no thanks for one who keeps his oath or
is just or good, but men will rather praise evildoers and
violence... The evil person will harm the better man,
addressing him with crooked words... Bitter greed will
be left for mortal humans, and there will be no defense
from evil (McKirahan 1994, p. 17).

There is a bit of an anomaly with this author because
his two surviving poems seem to be at odds. It has been
proposed that he was writing in two different registers:
one (Theogony) for performance competition before
elite judges — praising the justice of kings — and the
other (Works & Days) for general consumption, con-
demning the rich and promoting the anti-aristocratic
ethic of the common farmer — very different. The latter
poem’s description of the “town” as a dangerous place
where “gift-devouring kings” dispense “justice” for a
fee looks a lot like the second quotation (above) giving
Hesiod’s vision of complete decline in the last age of
the world. In contemporary terms, one might say that
Hesiod’s bad society is one in which the institution
of morality has been totally undermined, including
people’s sense of justice, resulting in the total destruc-
tion of its social capital.

Pythagoras of Samos (c. 560-480 BCE)

Pythagoras is one of history’s most extraordinary people,
brilliant, charismatic, and enigmatic. He and his friends
created associations that engaged in socioeconomic,
political, religious, and academic activities. Although
he seems to have written nothing, so remarkable were
his talents and character that incredible legends were
attached to him, e.g., that he could walk on water and
be in two different places at the same time. The man
himself was likely not a philosopher, nor a mathemati-
cian, but rather an early Orphic religious cult-leader who
used number-magic as part of his cult doctrine. Most
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of what we associate with him has been retrojected
back onto him by his followers, who considered any
revision in the understanding of his doctrine to be the
true meaning of the original prophet (and hence attrib-
uted it directly to him as the original intent of his
words). Central to this cult was the idea of purification
(ultimately, purification of the body from the soul),
which in time led his followers to create a genuine
school of philosophy (the Pythagoreans) based on the
notion that scientific learning and abstract mathematics
were the kinds of purification that Pythagoras had had
in mind.

Economically and politically, Pythagorean societ-
ies were relatively successful aristocracies, reli-
giously they were relatively secretive and ascetic,
and academically they came in time to nourish highly
original scientists and mathematicians. While the
theorem bearing Pythagoras’ name was not new,
being known to earlier Babylonians, his followers
seem to have discovered that musical intervals could
be expressed mathematically, i.e., that musical quali-
ties could be expressed quantitatively. Since the
essence of social indicators or quality of life research
is precisely the measurement (quantification) of
qualities, it is fair to regard the Pythagoreans as the
first researchers in our field.

As one might have expected, these initial efforts were
not uniformly successful. Pythagoras himself is reported
to have believed that the ultimate material of the uni-
verse was numerical in some sense, but the sense was
quite unclear. According to McKirahan (1994, p. 112),

The Pythagoreans believed that number is fundamental

to all things, that the basic features of all things are

numerical, that numerical considerations are basic in

understanding all things, that all things are generated in a

similar way to numbers. These statements are all ways of

claiming primacy for numbers, but they are different
ways....They were not interested in analyzing different
ways numbers are primary, only in establishing that
numbers are in fact primary. They formulated their
thesis vaguely, to accommodate the different relations
they found between things and numbers...to judge by

Aristotle’s criticisms [in his Metaphysics], their vague
notion of priority does not stand up to analysis...

For present purposes, the details of the Pythagorean
scheme are not as important as the general idea
that the universe is not only intelligibly ordered but
also constructed out of entities with geometrical
shapes that, in principle perhaps, might be measurable.
The following fragment by a relatively obscure writer
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from the first century AD known as Aetius expresses
this idea:
There being five solid figures called the mathematical
solids, Pythagoras says that earth is made from the cube,
fire from the pyramid, air from the octahedron, water

from the icosahedron, and from the dodecahedron is
made the sphere of the whole. (McKirahan 1994, p. 102)

With the “mathematical solids” as basic building
blocks, Pythagoras imagined that the universe, which
he called the KOSMOS, was somehow held together
or connected by HARMONIA, i.e., by some sort of
principle of harmony, which he had shown was inti-
mately related to numerical analysis. He apparently
believed that all living things (plants as well as animals)
have immortal souls which at death transmigrate
among diverse species, trading up or down as it were,
depending partly on individuals’ behavior and character.
It is unclear if souls were supposed to be discrete,
singular entities, aggregations of entities connected by
the same principle of harmony holding the universe
together, or merely that very same principle under a
new name when it is applied to holding the parts of
an individual’s body together. The first of these alter-
natives would probably be the easiest to combine with
a theory of transmigration. In any event, the aim of
the relatively ascetic Pythagorean “way of life” was to
bring increased harmony to an individual’s soul, thereby
improving that individual’s chances for trading up
rather than down and ultimately being released from
the whole process. This notion of a harmonious soul or
a soul at peace with itself found a place in the writings
of many philosophers in the period reviewed here. To
some extent, it is a feature of our contemporary popu-
lar psychology revealed in remarks about people hav-
ing or needing to “get it all together,” “pull themselves
together,” and “getting your heart and head together.”

The Pythagorean “way of life” was pretty clearly
divided into two main paths, the path of scholarship
engaged in a variety of intellectual inquiries versus a
path of religious asceticism engaged in following an
array of more or less reasonable rules, e.g., eating in
moderation and only vegetables, not eating beans, not
keeping swallows in the house, and not urinating facing
the sun. However one assesses the two distinct paths
characterizing the Pythagorean “way of life,” this fig-
ure’s most important contributions to our subject lie
elsewhere. These are, first, his discovery of the fact that
qualitative features of the world can be quantified and,
second, his theory that the observable conditions of an
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individual’s life and the individual’s observable behav-
ior have an impact on that individual’s unobservable
soul. Most importantly, by positing an unobservable
immortal soul as the final recipient of any rewards or
punishments justly visited upon an individual for his or
her own behavior, Pythagoras directed our attention
away from overt appearances to covert realities.
After all is said and done, according to Pythagoras,
the good life we seek is the unobservable harmony
of that unobservable entity, the immortal soul.

Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 540-480 BCE)

Heraclitus was born to an aristocratic family and
throughout his life maintained deep doubts about (if not
disdain for) the capacities and character of those with
less fortunate origins. Of the hundred or so remaining
fragments of his works, those positing a world con-
stantly undergoing changes while preserving identities
are most frequently associated with his philosophy, e.g.,
“Upon those who step into the same rivers, different and
again different waters flow” (McKirahan 1994, p. 122).
He believed that the universe was not made but always
existed, and formed a coherent unity displaying great
diversity. The ultimate material building blocks were
fire, water, and earth, which were distinct but periodi-
cally transformed into one another. The fundamental
principle of order was referred to as the LOGOS, which
is a multipurpose word connoting discourse, word, story,
opinion, reason, and cause, to mention a few. As if this
variety of usual meanings were not confusing enough,
Heraclitus sometimes identified the LOGOS with jus-
tice, fire, strife, war, God, soul, and law.

Perhaps because he was so deeply impressed by
the diversity of the world around him, he noticed
that much of that diversity was constructed (to use a
modern term) by observing the world from different
perspectives or using different standards of compar-
ison. For any of his contemporaries interested in
defining “the” good life, the descriptive and evalua-
tive relativism of some of his fragments would have
been deeply disturbing. For example, consider the
following:

The sea is the purest and most polluted water: to fishes

drinkable and bringing safety, to humans undrinkable

and destructive.
Pigs rejoice in mud more than pure water.

We would call oxen happy when they find bitter vetch
to eat.
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Physicians who cut and burn complain that they
receive no worthy pay, although they do these things.

The road up and the road down are one and the same.

To God all things are beautiful and good and just, but
humans have supposed some unjust and others just.
(McKirahan 1994, pp. 121-125)

Thus, safe drinking water is important to fishes and
humans, but the same water is different for each species.
It may be appropriate to think of rejoicing pigs and happy
oxen, but different things produce these pleasant states
in these different species. Pain and those who inflict it
upon others are normally regarded as bad, but physi-
cians inflict it upon their patients, believing it to be good
and worthy of some valuable payment for services ren-
dered. The gradient of a road may be advantageous or
disadvantageous to a traveler depending on the direction
of his or her travel, though the gradient is the same for all
travelers. Most devastating of all, what appears just or
unjust to humans is really uniformly just, beautiful, and
good to God. That is to say, everything in the world is
really just, beautiful, and good in some objective sense
known only to God, although to humans (and presumably
all other sentient species according to other fragments),
some things appear to be unjust, ugly, and bad.

In the presence of such paradox, one might suppose
that Heraclitus would have been unable and unwilling to
provide any recommendations for living “the”” good life.
In fact, since vague and contradictory premises have
unlimited implications, confused philosophical founda-
tions provide fertile soil for practically any desired crop.
Thus, besides valuing personal safety, justice, happiness,
and beauty as suggested above, according to Heraclitus,
“Right thinking is the greatest excellence, and wisdom is
to speak the truth and act in accordance with nature,
while paying attention to it” (McKirahan 1994, p. 120).
The “right thinking” or “wisdom” referred to is practical
as well as theoretical. It is revealed in one’s assertions
and actions, which are guided by careful observation of
the natural world followed by behavior that is appropri-
ate to the conditions of that world as well as to one’s
particular species. The good life is one lived in commu-
nities in which people willingly follow customs and obey
conventional laws that are consistent with an ideal law
sometimes referred to as “the divine law.” It is a life rela-
tively free of drunkenness, anger, and violence. While
there is a place for religion and religious rituals, there is
no room for bathing oneself in blood or singing hymns
“to the shameful parts [phalli].” Finally, Heraclitus
believed that “It is not better for humans to get all that
they want” (McKirahan 1994, p. 128). At a minimum,
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this last fragment implies that the mere maximization of
desire satisfaction is neither necessary nor sufficient for
the good life. So, Heraclitus probably would have been
unimpressed with Lewin et al.’s (1944) aspiration theory
or Michalos’ (1985) multiple discrepancies theory.

Theognis (Late Sixth and Early Fifth
Century BCE)

The poetry of Theognis reveals further erosion of
the idea of a good life as the product of a fortunately
noble birth and/or ancestry, followed by all the privi-
leges such a life would imply. According to McKirahan,
democratic reforms of Solon and Peisistratus led to
shifts in economic wealth and political power in Athens
going into the fifth century BCE. The following passages
attributed to Theognis seem to have been written by an
observer who was not only distressed by the social and
political transformations occurring around him but
also convinced that the aristocratic virtues being lost
by poor breeding could not be compensated by the best
education money could buy, i.e., that no amount of good
nurture could substitute for good nature. Apparently,
two of the most evil characteristics of the dreaded
Sophists often criticized in the writings of Plato and
Aristotle were, first, their claim to do precisely what
Theognis believed could not be done and, second, their
willingness to accept fees for doing it, i.e., for teaching
the nouveau riche and their offspring how to appear to
have the virtues of the aristocracy.
...anoble man does not mind marrying a lowly (KAKOS)
woman of a lowly (KAKOS) father, if her father gives
him a lot of money.
Nor does a woman refuse to be the wife of a lowly
(KAKOS) man...
They honor money...
Wealth has mixed the race...
It is easier to beget and raise a child than to instill
good thoughts in it... never will he make a bad (KAKOS)

man good (AGATHOS) by teaching. (McKirahan 1994,
pp. 362-363)

Anaxagoras of Clazomenae
(c. 500-428 BCE)

Although Anaxagoras was a teacher, consultant, and/or
a friend of the great orator and statesman Pericles, he
seems to have had no interest in worldly affairs or
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speculations on the good life. In the Phaedo, Socrates
expressed great disappointment in Anaxagoras’ natu-
ralistic explanations that “made no use of intelligence,
and did not assign any real causes for the ordering of
things, but mentioned as causes air and ether and water
and many other absurdities” (Plato 1914, p. 339).
Among the fragments of his works, the following is
particularly revealing: “The Greeks are wrong to
accept coming to be and perishing, for no thing comes
to be, nor does it perish, but they are mixed together
from things that are and they are separated apart”
(McKirahan 1994, p. 199). That is, what appears to
begin to exist or to pass into nonexistence is really only
a reorganization or reconfiguration of some everlasting
materials, e.g., he asks “how could hair come to be
from not hair or flesh from not flesh?” Presumably,
then, the constituent elements of the worst sort of life
would be the same as those of the best sort of life, only
reconfigured or reorganized somehow.

Another fragment seems to have articulated a com-
mon view in the fifth century BCE, i.e., “Appearances
are a sight of the unseen” (McKirahan 1994, p. 200).
According to Vlastos (1945, p. 590), “This is the gen-
eral principle of scientific procedure among the histo-
rians and the medical men: What can not be known
(or seen) directly must be judged from what can.”

Empedocles of Acragas (c. 492-432 BCE)

Empedocles was a gifted son of relatively wealthy aris-
tocrats, who displayed enough sympathy for democracy
to get himself exiled from his native home in Sicily.
In McKirahan’s (1994, p. 290) view,

Empedocles sparkles like a diamond among the
Presocratics — many-faceted and appearing different from
different directions. A poet and a politician, a physician
and a philosopher, a scientist and a seer, a showman and
a charlatan, he was a fallen divinity who proclaimed
himself already a god, and a visionary who claimed to
control nature.

Broadly speaking, his poetic fragments described a
universe whose basic material building blocks are the
four everlasting elements, earth, air, fire, and water,
which are brought together by Love to form com-
pounds, and subsequently divided and subdivided by
Strife to form other kinds of compounds. “Love” and
“Strife” are names used to describe cosmic forces that
are not only physical but psychological and moral as
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well. Love is sometimes referred to as Friendship, Joy,
and Harmony. It is Love that makes the basic elements
“yearn for one another,” and the harmony produced by
Love’s activity is morally good. On the contrary,
it is Strife and “evil Quarrels” that cause compounds
to “split apart,” producing war and other kinds of
wretchedness.

Human bodies are animated by DAIMONES, which
function like souls but have an ontological status which
is grander than souls. DAIMONES are not immortal,
but they are relatively “long-lasting” compounds subject
to the forces of Love and Strife. Empedocles told an
elaborate story of the origins of all species, including
such memorable fragments as the following:

By her [Love] many neckless faces sprouted, and arms

were wandering naked, bereft of shoulders, and eyes

were roaming alone, in need of foreheads...
Many came into being with faces and chests on both
sides, man-faced ox-progeny, and some to the contrary

rose up as ox-headed things with the form of men...
(McKirahan 1994, p. 246).

At some time, the DAIMONES enjoyed a state of
bliss overseen by Love that was eventually shattered as
a result of an act of murder provoked by Strife. Human
beings are the product of that Fall, with human bodies
wrapped around DAIMONES as “an alien garb of
flesh.” Depending on individuals’ own behavior, their
DAIMONES might be reincarnated in greater or lesser
beings. When Empedocles wrote, “I have already once
become a boy and a girl and a bush and a bird and a
fish,” he was implying that his DAIMON carried the
essence of his personal identity and was the ultimate
unobservable recipient of any rewards and punish-
ments due to him. Such soul-like essences might be
reincarnated as

...prophets and bards and physicians and chiefs among

men on earth, and from there they arise as gods mighti-

est in honors.

Sharing the same hearth and table with other immortals

relieved of human distress, unwearied (McKirahan 1994,
p- 253).

The next step up from being able to dine “with other
immortals” would bring some kind of closure to the
process of reincarnation, at which point one’s individ-
uality would be blended with that of a supreme being
conceived of as “only mind, holy and indescribable.”

Important features of Empedocles’ vision of a good
life are clearly discernable in this sketch of his meta-
physics, which is fully informed by his ethics. Love,
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friendship, harmony, peace, social and self-esteem,
and joy are all positively valued, while strife, quarrels,
murder, war, and “human distress” are all negative.
Other fragments add familiar themes. Following the
Fall, the “wretched race of mortals” found themselves
“quarreling” in a “joyless place, where Murder, Anger...
and squalid Diseases and Rottings...wander in dark-
ness.” “False oaths” are condemned, along with eating
meat and beans (McKirahan 1994, pp. 252-254).

Protagoras of Abdera (c. 490-420 BCE)

Because of his prominence in Plato’s dialogue of the
same name, Protagoras is perhaps the best known of the
so-called Older Sophists. Others included Prodicus and
Hippias (both also featured in the Protagoras), and
Gorgias. Like Anaxagoras, Protagoras was on friendly
terms with Pericles. Although Protagoras had an aristo-
cratic background, he made a living as an itinerant
teacher of relatively advanced studies of rhetoric. Of
the few fragments reliably attributed to him, the most
famous is, “A human being is the measure of all things
— of things that are, that they are, and of things that are
not, that they are not” (McKirahan 1994, p. 379). While
we have seen elements of skeptical relativism in frag-
ments attributed to philosophers before Protagoras (e.g.,
in Heraclitus), this fragment is a particularly bold state-
ment of the relativity of all assertions, including those
concerning what is just or unjust, beautiful or ugly, and
even true or false. Writing in the third century CE,
Diogenes Laertius added that “Protagoras was the first
to declare that there are two mutually opposed argu-
ments on any subject” (McKirahan 1994, p. 374). As if
all this was not troublesome enough, in another bold
fragment Protagoras professed a reasoned agnosticism.
Concerning the gods I am unable to know either that they
are or that they are not, or what their appearance is like.
For many are the things that hinder knowledge: the

obscurity of the matter and the shortness of human life
(McKirahan 1994, p. 364).

The clear implications of such principles, then, are
that the best life and the best sort of person to be
are entirely dependent on individual preferences,
and Protagoras certainly had his own preferences.
According to Plato (1924), Protagoras said that he
could make people better in the sense of more excellent
in managing their personal as well as public affairs.
Perhaps more importantly for his commercial interests,
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Aristotle (1999) reported that Protagoras claimed the
ability to make “the worse case the better”” and to teach
others how to accomplish the same feat. If he could
deliver the product as advertised, his teaching would
have been worth plenty to anyone with aspirations for
a career in commerce, law, or politics. Apparently,
enough people believed that he could deliver the
product to make him famous, wealthy, and politically
influential. It is unlikely that he would have preferred
these features of the aristocratic good life without the
universally attractive qualities of good health, loving
friends, and family. There is no evidence that he had
any concerns about his soul or that anything short of
Real Paradise would have satisfied him. According to
Poster (2006, p. 5),

Protagoras himself was a fairly traditional and upright
moralist. He may have viewed his form of relativism as
essentially democratic — allowing people to revise unjust
or obsolete laws, defend themselves in court, free
themselves from false certainties — but he may equally
well have considered rhetoric a way in which the elite
could counter the tendencies towards mass rule in the
assemblies. Our evidence on this matter is unfortunately
minimal.

Plato’s Protagoras, one of our main sources,
is actually a very interesting document. Strikingly,
Protagoras’ famous dictum (individual relativism)
never arises in it. Instead, Plato attributes to Protagoras
a very sophisticated (one might even say, convincing)
version of cultural relativism (see the “Great Speech,”
pp- 15-23). Then, amazingly, Socrates leads Protagoras
and the other sophists into a trap by praising their
abilities as masters of the objective “science of
measure” which, with coaxing, they confess to being.
Socrates draws this out of them with the bait of a
“hedonistic calculus” which they are proud to admit
they are experts at using (they are portrayed as if quite
flattered that Socrates articulates this position so well
and attributes it to them). Socrates, however, then
snaps the trap shut by confronting them with the fact
that Protagoras’ science of measure does not match his
professed cultural relativism. The upshot may well be
contrary to Poster’s assessment above: that the sophists
are pretending to be cultural relativists in order to
protect themselves from social conservatives, while in
reality, and behind closed doors, they are convinced
hedonists (which would shock and outrage the social
conservatives) — and that hedonism is part of the sub-
stantive content that they are teaching to their young
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proteges. You can perhaps see Plato here redirecting
the charges that were actually laid against Socrates
onto the sophists instead. This then resonates with the
dramatic opening of the dialogue where Protagoras
boasts that sophistry is a very dangerous profession,
but that he has “taken measures” to protect himself
from repercussions.

Antiphon of Rhamnous (c. 480-411 BCE)

Although there are several Antiphons cited by
various authors in antiquity, Antiphon of Rhamnous
seems to have been a relatively wealthy orator,
statesman, philosopher, teacher of rhetoric, and pro-
fessional speechwriter. For present purposes, it is
important to note that McKirahan (1994, p. 396)
described him as “possibly the earliest advocate of
hedonism in Greek philosophy,” i.e., the first recorded
philosopher to regard the pursuit of pleasure or a
pleasurable life as the final end (TELOS) or good life
for humans. The remaining fragments of his work
show that he carefully distinguished natural (PHYSIS)
from conventional (NOMOS) phenomena, regarding
the former as necessary and universal and the latter as
unnecessary and variable. Granting that it could be
advantageous for people to live in accordance with
conventional laws and customs, he argued that nature
provided a more reliable guide to human well-being.
The following passages capture the core of his
position:

Living and dying are matters of PHYSIS, and living
results for them from what is advantageous, dying from
what is not advantageous. But the advantages which are
established by the NOMOI are bonds on PHYSIS, and
those established by PHYSIS are free.

And so, things that cause distress, at least when thought
of correctly, do not help PHYSIS more than things that
give joy. Therefore, it will not be painful things rather
than pleasant things which are advantageous. For things
that are truly advantageous must not cause harm but
benefit. Now the things that are advantageous by PHYSIS
are among these.

<But according to NOMOS, those are correct> who
defend themselves after suffering and are not first to do
wrong, and those who do good to parents who are bad
to them, and who permit others to accuse them on oath
but do not themselves accuse on oath. You will find most
of these cases hostile to PHYSIS. They permit people to
suffer more pain when less is possible and to have less
pleasure when more is possible, and to receive injury
when it is not necessary (McKirahan 1994, p. 394).
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A clearer foundation for attaining a good life
without tears could not be constructed. Provided
that things are “thought of correctly,” what is pleasant
is naturally, universally life-enhancing, and what is
painful is life-destroying. More precisely, provided
that one thinks “correctly,” one’s experiences of plea-
sure and pain ought to be regarded as nature’s reliable
guides to appropriate human action. So, the best sort of
person will make careful and accurate observations of
nature, think “correctly” about what causes “distress”
and “joy,” successfully apprehend nature’s guides to a
long and pleasant life, and scrupulously follow those
guides. Consequently, such a person will enjoy the best
sort of life. In other words, the best sort of person will
be able to distinguish a Fool’s Paradise from Real
Paradise, and live happily ever after in the latter.

Unfortunately, the good life achievable by Antiphon’s
prescriptions is not necessarily morally good or just.
Another part of the same fragment quoted above clari-
fies his view of justice and its relation to a good life.

...Justice is a matter of not transgressing what the

NOMOI prescribe in whatever city you are a citizen of.

A person would make most advantage of justice for himself

if he treated the NOMOI as important in the presence

of witnesses, and treated the decrees of PHYSIS as

important when alone and with no witnesses present.

For the decrees of NOMOI are extra additions, those of

the PHYSIS are necessary; those of the NOMOI are the

products of agreement, not of natural growth, whereas

those of PHYSIS are the products of natural growth, not
of agreement (McKirahan 1994, pp. 393-394).

Since a transgressor of conventional laws may avoid
“both disgrace and penalty” if there are no witnesses to
the acts, while a transgressor of natural laws (so far as
that might be possible) would suffer the consequences
even if there are no witnesses, the former is a less
serious matter than the latter. Therefore, in the pursuit
of the good life, Antiphon advises each person to
follow nature’s directives favoring personal pleasure
over pain. Below we will show some interesting ways
in which Democritus and Epicurus offered improve-
ments to the rougher hedonism of Antiphon.

Democritus of Abdera (c. 460-370 BCE)

According to Vlastos (1946, p. 62), “Democritean
ethics...[was]...the first rigorously naturalistic ethics
in Greek thought.” If a system of “naturalistic ethics”
is understood as one in which all ethical terms or moral
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values are definable in non-ethical terms or non-moral
values, it is unlikely that any fifth century BCE philoso-
pher would have had the philosophic or scientific
conceptual resources required to produce such a system.
However, it is fair to say that if anyone could have
produced such a system, Democritus would have done
it and that the system he did produce was a brilliant
attempt to provide a scientific foundation for claims
about the best sort of life and the best sort of person.

The ultimate material building blocks of Democritus’
universe were atoms, which were too small to be
observed by human senses but were theoretically
imagined to exist in an unlimited void, to be unlimited
in number, shape, and size, and to be constantly in
motion. The shapes were imagined to be rough or
smooth, concave or convex, and hooked or otherwise
irregularly constructed. As they moved, they would
collide, and parts of some would fit nicely together
with others, while still others simply became randomly
and unstably entangled. Besides this random churning
and clustering of the atoms, a primitive gravitational
principle was supposed to operate such that atoms
were attracted to others like themselves. The result of
all this unobservable atomic activity in the limitless
void was the formation of relatively well-formed,
perceptible compounds, i.e., the world as observed by
human senses, including all living things.

Human beings were thought to be unique clusters of
compounds consisting of body and soul atoms which
were equally material, although soul atoms were uni-
formly spherical like those constituting fire. The shape
and smoothness of the atoms clustered together to
form soul-compounds were supposed to account for
the latter’s capacity to initiate change and movement in
itself and its body-compound. While the two com-
pounds were supposed to be thoroughly integrated, the
body was occasionally described as the “instrument”
or “tent” of the soul, and the soul was clearly regarded
as “the responsible agent.” Since souls and bodies were
essentially thoroughly integrated compounds, the death
of a human being implied the dispersion of the atoms
constituting those compounds. Therefore, there were
no immortal souls in Democritus’ universe. There were,
however, “daemons” (i.e., DAIMONES), as indicated
in the fragment “The soul is the dwelling-place of the
daemon,” which Vlastos (1945, p. 582) interpreted as,
“in the soul you will find the only daemon there is
to find,” Since such beings were not supposed to be
immortal, their existence could have been granted by
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an atomist, provided that the supremacy of natural
laws and/or mechanisms were unchallenged.

Human sensation of all kinds was reduced to the
sense of touch insofar as seeing, hearing, and so on
were supposed to be the result of the atoms of observed
objects impacting those of sensory organ-compounds,
which in turn impacted the atoms of soul-compounds.
Important as sense perception was to one’s knowledge
of the world, it was notoriously unreliable. A fragment
attributed to Democritus by Sextus Empiricus asserted
that “We in fact understand nothing exactly [or exact],
but what changes according to the disposition both of
the body and of the things that enter it and offer resis-
tance to it” (McKirahan 1994, p. 334). Two fragments
provided by McKirahan (1994, p. 335) reveal that
our hard-headed empiricist, materialist atomist had a
significantly rationalist commitment to his theoretical
speculations.

There are two kinds of judgment, one legitimate and the

other bastard. All the following belong to the bastard:

sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. The other is legitimate
and is separated from this. When the bastard one is unable

to see or hear or smell or taste or grasp by touch any fur-

ther in the direction of smallness, but <we need to go still

further> toward what is fine, <then the legitimate one
enables us to carry on>... By convention [or, custom],
sweet; by convention, bitter; by convention, hot; by con-

vention, cold; by convention, color; but in reality, atoms
and void.

By implication and direct assertion, Democritus’
metaphysics and epistemology provide a plausible foun-
dation for his views of the good life and the best sort of
person to be. It was generally assumed by the medical
scientists of his time that mental functioning was partly
a function of bodily functioning, and that both were
influenced by external physical and social conditions as
well as by individuals’ internal conditions. For example,
it was believed that excessively hot and cold winds, or
“violent organic motion is injurious to health in general
and mental health in particular” (Vlastos 1945, p. 583).
According to Democritus’ theory, good health was a
function of a kind of “dynamic equilibrium” or harmo-
nious balance among the internal atoms of an individual
and the external atoms of his or her environment.
Excessively hot winds disorganized the routine move-
ment of bodily atoms. Cooler winds and physical rest
contributed to “a tight, stable condition of the bodily
atoms,” while excessively cold winds produced a kind
of atomic paralysis. “A soul unbalanced by too much
heat or too much cold would go out of its mind” (Vlastos
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1945, p. 585). In short, all observable mental and
physical disorders could be explained by unobservable
disordered and discordant atomic activity, while observ-
able human well-being could be explained by unobserv-
able orderly and harmonious atomic activity. These
views were consistent with Anaxagoras’ fragment
claiming that appearances provide a clue to the nature of
reality and, of course, with the Pythagorean view of the
importance of harmony.

Clearly, a good life implied by these principles
would be a life free of excesses, guided by intelligent
self-control, which were aspects of a good life later
warmly endorsed by Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and
Epicurus. A fragment attributed to Democritus by
Diogenes Laertius asserted that “The goal of life is
cheerfulness, which is not the same as pleasure...but
the state in which the soul continues calmly and stably,
disturbed by no fear or superstition or any other emo-
tion” (McKirahan 1994, p. 339). Another fragment
asserted that

Cheerfulness arises in people through moderation of
enjoyment and due proportion in life. Deficiencies and
excesses tend to change suddenly and give rise to large
movements in the soul. Souls which undergo motions
involving large intervals are neither steady nor cheerful
(McKirahan 1994, p. 338).

Some commentators have interpreted Democritus’
notion of “cheerfulness” as “tranquility,” “unpertur-
bedness,” “calm,” or “undismay,” but Vlastos (1945,
p- 583) thought that the state of the soul intended to
be captured by “cheerfulness” was not “a passive state
but...a dynamic quality, able to withstand external
shock without losing its inner balance.” He also claimed
that fifth century BCE writers commonly assumed that
pleasure was necessary for a good life. More precisely,
Democritus seems to have provided a relatively more
rigorous scientific account of at least some of the
common sense of his time. In Vlastos’ words, the
philosopher found

...a hygienic view of pleasure ready to hand. He does not
have to enunciate either the doctrine that pleasure is the
normal concomitant of well-being and pain or the reverse;
nor of the corollary that, therefore, the quest for pleasure
should be assimilated to the discipline of the ‘measure’.
This latter was also implicit in the theory and practice
of contemporary medicine. ‘To live for pleasure’ is the
medical term for the haphazard, unregulated life, the
negation of medical regimen. The doctor would have to
advise — in the very words of Democritus... ‘accept no
pleasure, unless it agrees with you’. The word ...used here
is the key concept of Hippocratean regimen: it denotes
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what is in harmony with nature and is thus essential in
preserving and restoring health. It is interesting to see
that...nearly all the normative terms of Democritean
ethics...are also used by the medical writers to express
the conduciveness of any process or act (whether of the
body itself, or of its natural environment, or of the physi-

cian) to the state of health” (Vlastos 1945, p. 587).

As explained in Michalos (2004), there is signifi-
cant and sometimes troublesome overlap in the World
Health Organization’s robust definition of health as
“complete physical, mental and social well-being” and
the idea of a good quality of life or a good life, all
things considered. The confounded notion of health-
related quality of life and the research tradition based
on that notion suffer severely from the overlaps. It is at
once extremely interesting and distressing to discover
the age of this particular set of problems.

Using the vocabulary introduced at the beginning of
this essay, it is particularly interesting to see that
Democritus and his contemporaries had the necessary
conceptual tools to distinguish Real Paradise from a
Fool’s Paradise. In the former, cheerfulness included
pleasures and these were the products of atomic activity
that was sustainably harmonious, while in the latter,
experienced pleasures fell short of cheerfulness and
were the products of atomic activity that was not
sustainably harmonious. The Real Paradise that one
aimed for had equally important observable and unob-
servable aspects.

Democritus said that “Teaching re-forms a man, and
by re-forming, makes his nature,” and Vlastos (1946,
p. 55) commented that “the concept of nature as itself
the product of teaching and custom is not unique in
Democritus. It is the common property of the age.” This
common notion implied that individuals were partly
responsible for their own lives, and that with proper
training and individual initiative, one could increase
one’s self-sufficiency and decrease one’s vulnerability
to chance mishaps. Democritus recommended “hard
work” partly in the interests of obtaining these latter two
goods, but also to obtain the pleasure of achievement.
He was opposed to drunkenness, anger, and all kinds
of self-indulgence. One of his fragments says that
“One must not respect others any more than oneself,
and not do evil if no one will know about it any more
than if all men will. But respect yourself most of all,
and let this be established as a law for your soul, so that
you will do nothing unseemly” (Kahn 1998, p. 36).
Dedicated scientist and philosopher that he was, he also
valued wisdom of the most practical sort. ““Wisdom’ is
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the understanding of what is possible within the limits
of what is necessary. It is, therefore, in the first place a
shrewd, sharp-eyed knowledge of affairs which can
‘direct most things in life’” (Vlastos 1946, p. 61).
Finally, it must be recorded that Democritus was the
first philosopher to recommend downward compari-
sons as part of a strategy for attaining happiness. In a
fragment quoted by Kahn (1998, pp. 34-35), he said,

...one should keep one’s mind on what is possible and be
satisfied with what is present and available, taking little
heed of people who are envied and admired and not fix-
ing one’s attention upon them, but observe the lives of
those who suffer and notice what they endure, so that
what you presently have will appear great and enviable
and you will no longer suffer evil in your soul by desiring
more than you have...[One should] compare one’s life to
those who are less fortunate and count oneself happy by
considering what they suffer and how much better your
own life is. If you hold fast to this frame of mind, you will
live more cheerfully and drive not a few plagues from
your life: envy and jealousy and ill-will.

Insofar as he believed that this strategy was based in
some aspect of human nature, Democritus should also
be regarded as the founder of downward comparison
theory as elucidated, for example, in Wills (1981).
Since this theory is a species of the more generic social
comparison theory (Merton and Kitt 1950), Democritus
may be considered the founder of the latter as well.

Plato of Athens (c. 427-347 BCE)

According to Kahn (1998, p. 43), “Plato and Socrates
[469-399 BCE] have been described as a double star
[by Shorey 1933] which the most powerful telescope
will never succeed in resolving.” According to Diogenes
Laertius (2000a, p. 281), at the age of twenty, Plato
attended a lecture by Socrates and thereafter became a
student and a scholar in the former’s Academy in
Athens. Assuming there is some truth in this story,
Plato might have been exposed to Socrates for 7 or
8 years, as much as a young student might be exposed
to a famous and charismatic old teacher.

Since Socrates did not write anything and Plato did
not publish anything in his own name but featured
Socrates as the primary speaker-protagonist in most of
his dialogues, it is impossible to determine exactly
who said what, first and when, and what each man
believed that the other did or did not believe. Since the
nineteenth century, many scholars have taken a develop-
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mental approach to Plato’s works, separating them into
early, middle, and late dialogues, with the assumption
that the early ones reveal more of the views of the
historic Socrates while the middle and late ones reveal
the mature views of Plato himself, articulated by a
wonderfully fictionalized Socrates. In several papers
and a couple of excellent books, Annas (1993, 1999)
showed that the developmental approach was quite
foreign to ancient scholars and that the latter generally
treated the philosophical works of Plato and others as
comprehensive wholes rather than discrete components
produced at different stages of a person’s career and
subsequently patched together. For our purposes, it is
not necessary to decide exactly who said what or
when, or to know the biographical history of each man,
though it is worthwhile to know that the historical
records are far from clear.

Socrates is reported by Diogenes Laertius (2000a,
pp. 149-163) to have been the son of a sculptor and a
midwife, a pupil of Anaxagoras and Archelaus, a sol-
dier who displayed courage in battle, and a man who
made a “regular habit” of dancing because he thought
“that such exercise helped to keep the body in good
condition.” Kahn (1998, p. 48) called him “the founder
of classical Greek moral theory” on the grounds that he
reconciled “two central themes of the Greek moral
tradition,” namely, “virtue” (ARETE) and “happiness”
(EUDAIMONIA). Much more will be said about these
“two central themes” as this review progresses. For now
itis enough to notice that ARETE connoted excellence
in practically any sense, e.g., a knife, horse, lute, or
human being could display ARETE, each in its own rela-
tively unique way. EUDAIMONIA, which literally means
“favoured by the DAIMONES (near-gods or gods)” is
usually translated as “happiness,” but it connotes
something closer to what people nowadays would
call well-being rather than happiness. Today, in
common parlance, “happiness” is very close to a
perhaps extended feeling of pleasure. Because the
English “happiness” is linguistically more versatile
than “well-being,” translators typically prefer the for-
mer, e.g., we can talk about happy people, happy lives,
and happy gardening, but not well-being people, lives,
and gardening. Nevertheless, modern readers should
remember that our “well-being” is closer to the Greeks’
“happiness” than to our “pleasure.” As we will show
below, the Greek words for pleasure and pain were
also central to philosophical discourse about a good
life. Moral philosophers working in the eudaemonist
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tradition (e.g., Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle) agreed that
people should reflect on their lives as a whole, discover
what is most important or valuable (i.e., life’s final end
or TELOS), and plan and live their lives to achieve that
end. According to Kahn (1998, p. 37), the notion of
TELOS first appeared in Plato’s dialogues and was
more fully developed by Aristotle. As reported in the
Apology (Plato 1914), Socrates was, unfortunately,
condemned to death by an Athenian court for allegedly
corrupting young people by persuading them to reject
theological explanations in favor of naturalistic expla-
nations of natural phenomena and by teaching them
how “to make the worse case the better” along the lines
of Protagoras and other Sophists. He correctly denied
the truth of both charges, but that did not change the
court’s verdict.

Diogenes Laertius (2000a, pp. 277) claimed that
Plato was the son of a mere “citizen of Athens”
(his father) but was a descendent of Solon and beyond
him of the god Poseidon on his mother’s side. In fact,
this biographer went so far as to assert on the authority
of Plato’s nephew, Speusippus, that Plato’s real father
was not Ariston, the Athenian citizen, but Apollo him-
self. Like the father of Jesus in the Gospel according to
Matthew (which was written about 400 years after
Plato’s death), Ariston left his wife “unmolested” until
after Plato was born. Such fantastic legends attest to
the fact that Plato was recognized as quite extraordi-
nary by his contemporaries and successors.

There are several passages in Plato’s dialogues that
reveal the conventional views of his contemporaries
about the good life, views which he and Socrates spent
their lives analyzing and usually criticizing as shallow
at best and counter-productive at worst. For example,
in the Euthydemus (Plato 1924, pp. 403-409), Socrates
began his exploration by asking the purportedly
“stupid” question “Do all we human beings wish to
prosper?” and proceeded to explain the nature of pros-
perity as commonly conceived. His young listener,
Cleinias, readily assents to Socrates’ suggested answers
to his questions.

...since we wish to prosper, how can we prosper? Will it

be if we have many good things? ...of things that are,

what sort do we hold to be really good?... Anyone will tell

us that to be rich is good, surely?...Then it is the same

with being healthy and handsome, and having other bodily

endowments in plenty?...it is surely clear that good birth
and talents and distinctions in one’s own country are good

things... What of being temperate, and just, and brave?...
and where in the troupe shall we station wisdom?...[And]
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Good fortune, Cleinias: a thing which all men, even the
worst fools, refer to as the greatest of goods.

In the Laws (Plato 1926a, p. 117), Plato’s Athenian
Stranger says that

Men say that the chief good is health, beauty the second,
wealth the third; and they call countless other things ‘goods’
—such as sharpness of sight and hearing, and quickness in
perceiving all the objects of sense; being a king, too, and
doing exactly as you please; and to possess the whole of
these goods and become on the spot an immortal, that, as
they say, is the crown and top of all felicity.

Plato’s most detailed description of conventional
views of the good life appear in Book 2 of the Republic
(Plato 1930), where Socrates gave his account of “the
origin of the city” based on meeting individual needs
in the most efficient way and was provoked by Glaucon
to move beyond that to a description of “the origin of a
luxurious city.” The following passages give the essen-
tial elements:

The origin of the city...is to be found in the fact that we do
not severally suffice for our own needs, ...As a result of
this...we, being in need of many things, gather many into
one place of abode as associates and helpers. . .the first...of
our needs is...food...The second is housing and the third
is raiment...[So there must be]...a farmer...builder...
weaver...cobbler...[And because]...One man is naturally
fitted for one task, and another for another...more things
are produced, and better and more easily when one man
performs one task according to his nature...[So there must
be]...Carpenters...and smiths and many similar crafts-
men...shepherds and other herders...[importers and
exporters and]...others who are expert in maritime
business...A market-place...and money as a token for the
purpose of exchange...[and a]...class of shopkeepers...
[and]...wage-earners...[The residents of such cities will
recline]...on rustic beds...feast with their children, drink-
ing of their wine...garlanded and singing hymns to the
gods in pleasant fellowship...(Plato 1930, pp. 149-159)

At that point, Glaucon intervened and reminded
Socrates that the residents must also have ‘“relishes,”
and Socrates added,

salt...and olives and cheese; and onions and greens...figs
and chickpeas and beans, and they will toast myrtle-
berries and acorns...washing them down with moderate
potations; and so, living in peace and health, they will
probably die in old age and hand on a like life to their
offspring (p. 159).

Still dissatisfied, Glaucon insisted that the city and
life Socrates described would merely be adequate for
“a city of pigs,” and that to live well people must be able
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to “...recline on couches...and dine from tables and
have made dishes and sweetmeats.” Socrates agreed
and said that a “luxurious city” might, after all, be a
better place to find “the origin of justice and injustice
in states,” although the state he just described was “a
healthy state, as it were” (p. 161). To move beyond the
“healthy state,” he asserted that

the requirements we first mentioned, houses and garments
and shoes, will no longer be confined to necessities, but
we must set painting to work and embroidery, and procure
gold and ivory and similar adornments...[requiring a
further enlargement of the city-state and]...the entire
class of huntsmen, and the imitators, many of them occu-
pied with figures and colours and many with music — the
poets and their assistants, rhapsodists, actors, chorus-
dancers, contractors — and the manufacturers of all kinds
of articles, especially those that have to do with women’s
adornment...tutors, nurses wet and dry, beauty-shop
ladies, barbers...cooks and chefs...Doctors, too,...
[and]...our neighbour’s land... [as the neighbours will
also want our land]...if they too abandon themselves to
the unlimited acquisition of wealth, disregarding the limit
set by our necessary wants...We shall go to war as the
next step...[implying the need for an army of professional
soldiers] (pp. 161-165).

Thus, the “healthy state” would satisfy human
needs without leading to war, but for a good life as
con