
The flourishing-happiness 
concordance thesis 
Do these two always go hand in hand? 

Subjective versus objective well-being 

Are flourishing students always happy' Is being happy a sure sign of flour­
ishing' A positive answer to those questions would make life much easier for 
theorists of flourishing in education. However, unfortunately, I do not trunk 
we can answer these questions positively except by succumbing to the sort 
of'uropian idealism' against which Wolbert, de Ruyter and Schinkel (2018a) 
rightly warn. Real life is messier than that. As an advance warning, let me 
note that the lessons of this chapter may seem disconcerting for flourishing 
enthusiasts. However, in my view, they seem so only if we romanticise flour­
ishing too much. I hope, rather, that this chapter serves as a reminder of the 
need to keep one's aspirations within the parameters of Owen Flanagan's 
'minimal psychological realism': the principle asserting that theorists must 
ensure, when constructing a theory or an ideal, that the character, decision 
processing and behaviour prescribed are 'possible, or are perceived to be pos­
sible, for creatures like us' (Flanagan, 1991, p. 32). 

The aim of this chapter is, more specifically, to explore, and ultimately cast 
doubt upon, aspirations to bridge the traditional divide between subjective 
and objective accounts of well-being (and to deconstruct the standard debate 
between their proponents) through a psychological concordance thesis, 
according to which objective and subjective well-being will, for psycholog­
ical reasons, go hand in hand. More theoretically speak ing, the concordance 
thesis holds that the regions of subjective and objective well-being - when 
correctly conceptual ised and measured - penetrate each other so thoroughly 
that neither can be set against the other as its anti- thesis . While the back­
ground to th is debate is well- rehearsed of late, the angle from which I pro­
pose to investigate the concordance thesis bears explanation; hence, some 
context-setting is in order at the outset. 

Human well-being has recently been studied with more vigour than ever 
before. It helps that a number of economists and educationists have joined the 
standard line-up of psychologists and philosophers on the well-being band­
wagon: a result of increasing disillusionment in economic circles with GDP 



as the be-all and end-all proxy for well- being, and in educational circles with 
grade atta inment as the ultimate prize of successful school ing. Considerable 
consensus exists across philosophies, cultures and religions in seeing well­
being as the ungrounded grounder of all human strivings. In some theo­
ries, 'well- being' is simply defined as 'whatever ultimately grounds any other 
(subsidiary) human aims', in which case the cla im that well-being is the final 
goal of human life becomes a tru ism. It then encompasses views as diverse as 
Kantianism and religious fundamentalism, according to which the ultimate 
goal oflife is unpacked as obedience either to the 'moral law' or to 'God', 
respectively. More parsimoniously and informatively, however, well-being 
is seen to lay the basis for consequentialist or teleological world-views, for 
example of the utilitarian or v irtue ethical kind, that explicitly incorporate 
the terms 'well-being', 'happiness' and 'flourishing' into the.i r substant ive 
accounts of the ultimate source of value. 

While recent research on well-being may seem to take us in a bewilder­
ing variery of directions, with conceptual isations and interpretations running 
rampant (see e .g. Vitters0, 2016), the different accounts typically seem, on 
closer inspection, to congeal into one of the two anti- theses of subjectivism or 
objectivism. I explained the difference between those in very simple terms in 
Chapter 1, but that explanation bears some repeating and elaborating here . 
The subjective accounts focus either on pleasure, understood as high posi­
tive affect and low negative affect (making up so-called hedonic accounts), or 
on life satisfactio11, with the two often combined in measurements as subjec­
tive well- being (SWB). In contrast, the objective ones tend to hark back to 
the Aristotelian notion of er1dai111011ia - constituting.flo11ris/1i11g or e11dai111011ic 
accounts. Each type of account comes with its own familiar pathology, as 
I reviewed briefly in Chapter 1. Moreover, debates between proponents of 
those different accounts seem repetitive to the point of having grown stale. 
Unfortunately, there are no immaculate perceptions here or Archimedean 
starting points. 

The current stalemate is compounded by two further factors . One has to 
do with the terminological disarray in the field. For example, the word 'hap­
piness' is sometimes used synonymously with 'well-being', is sometimes used 
as a translation of Aristotle's concept of eudai111011ia, and is sometimes applied 
to subjective well-being only. In order to avoid overusing the unwieldy terms 
'subjective well-being' and 'objective well-being', I henceforth refer to the 
former as 'happiness' and to the latter as 'flourishing'. Although this may 
perhaps be seen as a controversial stipulation of meaning, I do consider the 
term 'happiness' in ordinary language to correspond reasonably well to the 
technical term 'subjective well-being' (cf. T iberius, 2006, p. 494). Similarly, 
'flourishing' captures satisfactorily the content of most objective-well- being 
accounts, although some of them depart substantially from Aristotle's original 
notion of mdai111011ia, as we have seen in previous chapters. The flourishing 
theories in education that I have explained and explored already - including 



my own - all depart to a certain extent from Aristotle's, although I would 
argue that those departures are better characterised as 'significant' than as 
'substantial'. In any case, because the heterogeneity of designators confuses 
newcomers to the field no end, some simplifications may be warranted. 

The second compounding factor relates to the diverging research interests 
of psychologists, on the one hand, and philosophers, on the other. Their 
explorations of well- being sometimes seem to run on parallel lines without 
convergence, thus confounc.ting readers who wish to peruse both academic 
sources. The problem is not so much that the maj ority of philosophers may 
incline towards flourishing and psychologists towards happiness (albeit with 
some notable exceptions), it is rather that they do not seem to be looking at 
these concepts through the same lens and often do not cite each other's work. 
This standoff has a varied methodological, theoretical and motivational origin 
(cf. Kristjansson, 2018, chap. 10). Philosophers often prioritise conceptual 
rigour (and the study of conceptual relations) over prec.tictive value (and the 
study of empirical relations). Moreover, they tend not be as hung up over 
the 'fact- va lue distinction' as are psychologists, who often equate it with the 
'is- ought d istinction' (in my view wrongly, see Kristj:insson, 2013, chap. 4). 
What th is boils down to is some degree of mutual annoyance. For example, 
psychologists fail to understand why philosophers are not conversant with 
the latest empirical findings, or even do not seem to take them seriously. 
Philosophers are baffled why psychologists ignore established philosophical 
distinctions, like Mill 's (1863) qualitative distinction between types of pleas­
ures on grounds of their fecundity and depth, such that no quantity or inten­
sity of 'lower pleasures' (e.g. earing chocolate) can ever compensate for the 
loss of a 'higher pleasure' (e .g. a loving relationship) . 

All this said, it is easy to over-egg the extent to which phi losophers and 
psychologists plead ignorance of each other's work on well-being (see e .g. 
Tiberius, 2006; MacLeod, 2015, p. 1074). In his 2015 article, MacLeod argues 
persuasively that the mutual lack of engagement is mostly unwarranted, as 
philosophical and psychological accounts of well-being can - confl icting ter­
minologies notwirhstanc.ting - be plotted along the same continuum of views, 
ranging from extreme subjectivism to extreme obje,criv ism. H is 'unifying 
rather than adversarial ' approach (2015, p. 1083) shows that , far from being as 
different as chalk and cheese, psychologies and philosophies of well-being are 
basically addressing the same fundamental questions about the nature of the 
good life . I follow MacLeod in the present chapter in seeing psychologists and 
philosophers as engaged in the same problematics, and I refrain from distin­
guishing between their views on grounds of their disciplinary origins only. 

As already noted, the flourishing-happiness debate seems deadlocked. Yet 
these supposed anti- theses are protean and t reacherous, often pretending to 
be one another. Furthermore, efforts have been under way for a long rime 
to hea l the schism in question with various hybrid or mixed accounts. For 
example, the insights ofRyff's (1989) account of psychologica l well- being and 



Ryan and Deci's (2001) self-determination theory make conciliatory moves 
in the direction of flourishing-happiness hybridity. Although both accounts 
tend to be categorised on the objective side of the spectrum - because they 
depart from a happiness- only orthodoxy in psychology - they do incorporate 
subjective elements also and thus support the idea of some sort of flourishing-­
happiness complementarity. 

So far my context-setting has been conducted at a relatively high level of 
abstraction. The practical question that beckons is if it really matters whether 
well- being is measured subjectively or objectively: do the outcomes differ 
significantly? Would those differences matter for flourishing education at 
school, for example? The short answer is that the empirical evidence here is 
both mixed and complex. Notice first that advocates of well-being as hap­
piness unhesitatingly acknowledge the existence of various objective factors, 
such as education and income, as predictors ef happiness, and the existence 
of other objective factors as predicted by happiness, for instance health (see 
e.g. Diener, 2012), but they do not consider those factors to be co11stituents of 
well-being themselves (unless they understand health, for instance, in terms 
of 'feel ing healthy'). It is more instructive, therefore, to look at instruments 
of (putative) objective well- being. Consider, for example, Ryff's well-known 
psychological well-being (PWB) scale. As a whole, it correlates well with 
scales of SWB (on average r = 0 .32; see Keyes, Shmotkin & Ryff, 2002). 
Interestingly, in a large European study, the correlation between life satis­
faction and flourishing (as defined there) turned out to be exactly the same, 
namely 0 .32 (Huppert & So, 2009, p. 6). However, the devil lies in the detail. 
There are some dimensions on Ryff's scale that do not correlate well with 
SWB, especially positive relations with others, personal growth, purpose in 
life and autonomy (Ryff & Keyes, 1995, p. 723). Ryff takes this finding to 
indicate that key aspects of positive psychological functioning - that she takes 
to represent objective well-being - are not capmred by standard measures of 
SWB (Ryff, 1989, p. 1077). 

Here is the fly in the ointment, however. Ryff's scale of objective well­
being, and most other similar scales (including the one from Huppert & So's 
European study, 2009), aspire to measure the putative objective factors (say, 
relationships, engagements, the exercise of capabil ities/virtues) not objec­
tively but rather th rough self- reports of 'eudaimonic experiences'. On Tiberius 
and Hall's plausible characterisation of an objective account as holding that 
'there are at least some components of well-being whose status does not 
depend on people's attitudes toward them' (2010, p. 213), Ryff's scale scarcely 
passes muster as a measure of objective well-being. To the sceptical philos­
opher, it would be no surprise that a person's self- reported positive expe­
riences of subjective and objective factors correlate well with one another. 
What matters to the philosopher - especially if she happens to subscribe to 
a flourishing account of well-being - is whether flourishing, 111eas11red objec­
tively, correlates with SWB. This is not to say that subjective (self- report) 



measures of objecrive well-being cannor yield important information above 
and beyond SWB measures. For example, Huppert and So's European srudy 
(2013) shows significant and salutary differences berween different countries 
in rerms of self- reported flourishing. Moreover, the instrument designed for 
this srudy is based on the ingenious idea of identi fying and measuring m irror 
opposires of rhe symproms of common mental disorders. Whar classic flour­
ishing theorisrs in the Arisrorelian rradirion wi ll complain about, however, 
is that th is insrrument does nor measure flourishing objecrively and char it 
misses crucial components such as the exhibirion of moral and intellecrual 
virrues (see below). 

This is a serious complication. Indeed, it is not only rhat rhere can be borh 
objecrive and subjective measures of objective well-being; people's notorious 
lack of self-transparency (what Haybron, 2008, calls rheir 'affective igno­
rance'), coupled with temptarions of social desirability, means char people 
can also be subjecrively wrong about rheir own subjecrive well- being. As I 
nored in Chapter I, smdents sinking into depression may, for example, ofren 
be rhe last to real ise rhat they are nor as happy as before and may continue 
to score high on standard SWB self- report measures, although their friends 
and fam ily would have begun to rare their 'real ' happiness as low. Haybron 
(2008, chap. 10) makes heavy wearher ofrhis ofren un-accounted- for fearure 
of happiness measures, although he does seem to th ink that discrepancies 
berween subjectively and objectively measured happiness are likely to wash 
out over large samples. He also nourishes rhe fond hope rhar 'most people' are 
nor 'rhat delusional ' (2016, p. 50). 

So to rerurn to the original question about flourishing-happiness corre­
lations, more will potentially be gained by exploring associations berween 
flourishing, measured objecrively, and happiness. There is quire a long rra­
dition of measuring supposed objective feamres of well-being objecrively; 
Macleod (2015, p. 1075) cires rhe UN Human Development Index as an 
'ext reme example' char j udges the 'well-being of narions' exclusively in rerms 
of years of educarion, gross domestic product and longeviry. Comparisons 
of well-being understood in this rad ica lly objective flourishing-sense and 
happiness are far and few between, however. Oswald and Wu (2010) con­
sritute an interesting exception, with their state- to -state comparisons of 
objective dara about flourishing ind icators in the USA and average scores of 
SWB. The indicators include factors such as temperature, sunshine, national 
parks, environmental 'greenness', commuting time, violent crime, air qual­
ity, spending on education and cosr ofliving. Astoundingly, Oswald and Wu 
demonstrate a correlation of 0.6 between a weighted average of those factors 
and a state's average SWB score - an outcome that vastly exceeds the norm 
in behavioural science. 

Nevertheless, flourishing theorists, especially of the Aristotelian rype, 
may continue to grumble rhat rhis smdy does not really measure associ­
ations between flourishing and happiness, but only between some of the 



preco11ditio11s of flourishing and happiness. Thus, as we saw in Chapter 2 , in 
Aristotelian theory a reasonably clear distinction can be made between the 
preconditions of e11dai111011ia (including many of the factors that Oswald and 
Wu identify) and the constituents of e11dai111011ia. The latter include, most 
prominently, the exercise of moral /civic and intellectual vi rtues, guided by 
the integrative meta-virtue of plironesis or practical wisdom. Although the 
distinction between preconditions and constituents of flourishing can be ten­
uous and difficul t to sustain - either in Aristotel ian theory or in educational 
practice - some attempt must be made to measure the constituents if the 
aim i~ to provide empirical ballast for a flourislung- happiness harmony thesis. 
Notably, given thei r avowed Aristotelian provenance (Fowers, 2016), the 
most glaring omission in almost all current measures of flourishing is the 
absence of virtue- related constructs (as correctly pointed our by Proctor & 
Tweed, 2016, p. 280; cf VanderWeele, 2017). When Hura (2016, p. 216) lists 
the core elements of flourishing, she talks about 'authenticity', 'meaning', 
'excellence' and 'growth' in terms of a e11daimonic orientation, and although 
'excellence' includes 'striving for high standards and quality in one's ethics', 
the virtues as such are nor given pride of place in th is classification. The vir­
tues are however, accord ing to Aristotelian theory, the most significant con­
stituents of flourishing. Moreover, for those to pass muster in measurements 
of flourishing, what must be captured is not only self- reported virtue (as in 
the currently popular VIA measures, based on Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
bur rather objective indicators of virtue (Kristjansson, 2015, chap. 3). So, the 
most significant objective components of Aristotelian flourishing are either 
not measured at all, or they are just measured subjectively. 

To sum up, if the hope was that questions of flourishing-happiness har­
mony could be settled by dint of empirical evidence, that hope has not borne 
fruit yet, specifically because of the lack of suitable objective instruments to 
measure flourishing on a standard (Aristotle- inspired) conception. The only 
available recourse at the moment is, therefore, to return to theory. Macleod 
(2015) helpfully refers to accounts that somehow want to harmonise sub­
jective and objective features of well-being as 'sobjectivist'. I propose to go 
beyond Macleod and divide well-being 'sobjectivism' into two main cate­
gories: harmony as complementarity and harmony as concorda11ce. The mixed 
accounts of Ryff, Ryan and Deci, and the later (2011) Seligman, already 
mentioned in various places, will fall into the former category. They aim at 
weaving the warp and weft of objective and subjective well-being together 
by measuring both and adding the findings together. While the idea is that 
flourishing and happiness feed into or condition each other in various ways, 
and can be difficult to separate in practice, they can be held separate in theory. 
A good life is a life that has an abundance of bot/,. The concordance thesis 
goes a step further by assuming that flourish ing and happiness (when cor­
rectly conceptualised) are 11110 sides ef the same coin. Because an impediment to 
one wi ll also be an impediment to the other, and they form an interlocking 



psychological set, it is in principle enough to measure one to know the state 
of the other. 

I will not say more about complementarity in this chapter but wi ll focus 
on the stronger thesis of flourishing-happiness concordance. In the following 
section, I approach it from two sides: that of a psychologist (Sheldon, 2013), 
who thinks we can know all there is to know about flourishing by tapping 
into happiness, and that of an Aristotelian philosopher (Annas, 2008; 2011), 
who thinks that we can account for (true, proper) happiness on the grounds 
of the constituents of flourishing only (more specifical ly, the virtues). I will 
spend more energy on dissecting the Aristotelian argument, both because 
that is more relevant to the aims of the present book and because it makes, 
psychologically, more radica l cla ims than Sheldon's. In subsequent sections, I 
then explore possible counter-examples to the concordance thesis and elicit 
their implications. 

The concordance thesis: two varieties 

Psychologist Kennon Sheldon (2013) has written a sweeping, provocative 
chapter that takes swipes at the idea of flourishing as a uniquely identifiable 
psychological state that stands in need of its own measure. Sheldon is not 
simply rooting for SWB - in which case his paper would be just one more 
piece of happiness rhetoric or rebuttal of a weaker complementarity thesis. 
Rather, Sheldon argues that what interests flourishing advocates can, for psy­
chological reasons, be wholly and satisfactorily captured by SWB. Sheldon 
challenges large discursive traditions in a relatively short paper; his brisk pres­
entation may, therefore, create the impression that he is too eager to cut the 
Gord ian knot. However, it is easy to see where he is coming from and how 
his argument could be developed further. 

Sheldon's thesis relies on what he calls an 'organismic perspective upon 
human nature'. The processes that make us grow and attain psychologically 
positive outcomes do not come in two separate boxes called ' the objective' 
and 'the subjective'. Rather those processes operate at a deep level of person­
ality and encompass the whole person. In normal (or at least 'optimal') moral 
functioning, there is 'self-concordance' with in the individual among goals, 
the satisfaction of universal needs (which Sheldon understands more or less 
along self-determination- theory lines) and happiness. In other words, if the 
individual is able to pursue goals that accurately represent her unique devel­
oping interests, values and dispositions - say, in a classroom context - her 
needs are satisfied and happiness follows naturally. Because it promotes psy­
chological need-satisfaction, self-concordance therefore predicts SWB. This 
means that the psychological qualities that flourishing theorists call 'eudai­
monic' and want to measure separately are actually part of ' happiness itself'. 

The remainder of Sheldon's paper is spent providing evidence for the 
claim that the predictors of SWB turn our to be exactly the kinds of things 



e11dai111011ists cherish. Most important, Sheldon th inks that SWB measures do 
already in fact - contrary to common objections - discriminate well between 
lower and higher forms of happiness. They do so simply by recording that 
people who are on a self-concordant life trajectory actually score higher on 
SWB than those (e.g. crass materialists or addicts) who are nor in the process 
of satisfying their deep psychological needs. If we acknowledge this repeated 
finding, the self- imposed division of subjective and objective measures col­
lapses; why add add itional measures if SWB already does the job well enough? 
In the long run at least, SWB 'cannot be made from anyth ing bur the right 
ingredients'; objective thriving and subjective exper iences go hand in hand. 

Sheldon's concordance thesis is methodologically quire radical for two rea­
sons. The first is that he does nor seem to think that current SWB measures 
need any adjustments to do the job of capturing what MacLeod (2015) would 
call 'sobjecrive well- being'; they do so admirably already. Second, Sheldon's 
thesis is reductionist in the sense that although he has no qualms about using 
the concept of 'flourishing' or 'objective thriving' on an everyday under­
standing, he does nor think that it serves a useful role in psychological theory 
or measurement. However, for reasons that become clearer shortly, Sheldon's 
concordance thesis is nor as radical psyc/10/ogically as Annas's Aristotelian view 
that I discuss below. Sheldon is, after all, talking about 'optimal functioning', 
and as a psychologist, he is trading in psychological correlations that, even if 
strong, allow for statistica l outliers and other anomalies. Therefore, pointing 
to an odd case of someone - say, a secondary-school student - who seems 
to be having her relevant objective needs satisfied but fa ils to score high on 
SWB does nor, in and of itself, refute his concordance thesis. Such cases can 
be treated as bugs or noise, rather than devastating counter- examples, as long 
as they are nor too frequent. 

The second, and more psychologically radical, variety of concordance theory 
that bears exploration here is that of Annas (2008; 2011). She attacks the 
flourishing-happiness division, so to speak, from the opposite direction to 
Sheldon's. She argues that flourishing is necessarily associated with a cer­
tain sort of happiness. If we can ascertain that a person is flourishing, on an 
Aristotelian understanding, we know that she is also, in the relevant sense, 
happy. Annas does nor use common Aristotelian phrases of pleasure 'adorn­
ing' or 'crowning' flourishing. She th inks of the relevant enjoyment as 'nor 
something extra to be added ' bur rather as part of the way in which the 
flourishing-constitutive activity is performed (2011, p. 76). Thus, flourishing 
(in the sense ofliving virtuously) is a sufficient condition ofliving happily (2011, 
pp. 167- 168). This would nor be precisely my own rake on Aristotle (as I 
briefly explained my understanding of his thesis in Chapter 1), bur the subtly 
different exegeses do nor matter for present purposes. 

Annas's thesis is less methodologically radical than Sheldon's in the sense 
that she does nor assume that current measures of either flourishing or happi­
ness can do the job of confirming the relevant concordance; in fact, she does 



not say anything about those measures, and she is not, in any sense, a reduc­
tionist. Moreover, Annas is nor talking about happiness in the broad sense 
encapsulated as SWB, but rather a certain k ind of 'Aristotelian happiness' -
involving pleasure in complete, uninterrupted activities - that she argues (in 
2008 and 2011, chap. 5) corresponds admirably to the concept characterised 
in contemporary positive psychology as 'flow' (Csikszennnihalyi, 1990). 

Because Annas does little, in her own view, other than elaborate upon 
Aristotle's own concordance thesis, I will in what follows refer directly to 
Aristotle's thesis. Aristotle's well-being theory seems explicitly to incorpo­
rate a certain component of a subjective account (namely, a certain k ind 
of pleasure) in its very definition - or, as he puts it, to 'weave pleasure' into 
e11dai111011ia (1985, p. 203 [1153b14- 15J; see further in Kristj:insson, 2013, chap. 2). 
For although Aristotle renounces the equation of happiness with pleasure 
as 'slavish ' and fit only for 'grazing an imals', he is also quick to observe that 
those who live well - the virrnous - necessarily enj oy the activities that make 
them flourish. Pleasure 'completes' their activities 'like the bloom on youths' 
(1985, pp. 7 (1095b19- 20J, 276 (1174b30- 35J). Those pleasures are the natural 
accompaniments of virrnous activities; experiencing them is partly consrim­
tive of flourishing. Not any old pleasure wi ll do here, however. The pleasures 
experienced by the virmous in the exercise of their virmes are pleasures in 
things that are pleasant 'in themselves' and 'by namre'; and they are the 'soul's 
pleasures' as distinct from pleasures of the body (1985, pp. 20 [1099a14- 15] 
and 80 [1117b29- 30)). 

Aristotle's view is, more specifically, that we humans have a namral psycho­
logical propensity to take a certain kjnd of pleasure in being single-mindedly 
absorbed in unimpeded, self- realising and intrinsically (non-instrumentally) 
valuable activity. As motivationally unified (or what Sheldon would call 
highly self-concordant) beings, the virtuous enj oy the pleasures proper to 
v irtuous acts. Those pleasures cannot be pursued directly, however, any more 
than the bloom on the cheeks of youths can be genuinely created by cosmet­
ics; they must come from within. These pleasures are un-self- conscious in 
the sense that we are rarely, if ever, phenomenologically aware of their warm 
glow while we engage in the activity. While engaging in it, we have just one 
occurrent desire: the desire to engage in the actjvity for its own sake. Only jn 
retrospect do we realise how rewarding the activity was. However, because 
we actualise our end (telos) in our complete virmous activities, such activities 
are not complete without (and cannot, pace MacLeod, 2015, be defined inde­
pendent of) the accompanying experience of pleasurable engagement. 

Readers who are acquajnted with the concept of flow will not have failed 
to spot the similarity between Aristotle's description of pleasure in unim­
peded activities and typical descriptions of flow- like experiences (as Annas, 
2008, is quick to point out; c( Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). However, contra 
Csikszennnihalyi, Aristotle does not seriously consider the possibility that 
anyone except the tru ly flourishing (namely, the virtuous) can experience 



this type of supervening happiness - which is, after all, not pleasure simpliciter, 
but the feeling of complete non- frustration and lack of inner conflict. As he 
puts it, 'we cannot have the just person's pleasure without being just' (1985, 
p. 272 [1173b30J). Conversely, Aristotle does not envisage the possibility that 
one can truly flourish without the experience of flow-happiness. He thinks, 
therefore, of flourishing- happiness concordance in terms of strict psycho­
logical necessity - which makes him, in MacLeod's (2015) terminology, a 
'sobjectivist' rather than an 'objectivist' (cf. Gronroos, 2015, p. 147). This is 
a much st ronger thesis than the common psychological o ne about a correlatio11 
between virtues and happiness (Kesebir & Diener, 2014; cf. Snow, 2008). 

H owever, there is an important caveat here that is sometimes overlooked 
in Aristotelian scholarsh ip. It is not the case ' that the active exercise of every 
vi rtue is pleasant; it is pleasant only in so far as we atta in the end [of the vir­
tue]' (1985, p. 79 [1117b15- 16J). This caveat may seem to place an extreme 
limitation on Aristotelian concordance. After all, there are, arguably, a num­
ber of flourishing-constituting activities that cannot be 'completed' in a 
strict sense. Staying healthy, becoming better educated , keeping a beauti ful 
home and having a happy marriage are life- long 'open tasks' that can never 
b e brought to a completio n (Haroarson, 2017). Uses of the term 'complete' 
here import the danger of equivocation. In one sense it can mean 'finished 
for good'; in another sense it can mean 'having remained uninterrupted for 
an extended period of time'. Aristotle must be taken to mean the latter for h is 
concordance thesis to remain plausible. Yet, even on that reading, we need to 
remember that short bur.;ts of flourishing-constituting activity do not suffice 
to guarantee happiness; lack of concordance in such cases would not under­
mine the thesis . 

There may be reason to argue that Aristotle is making a strong concept11al 
claim: that since (true) happiness is defined as the feeling that accompanies 
flourishing activities, flourishing entails happiness as its necessary and suffi ­
cient logical conditio n. I w ill make do here, however, with a weaker reading 
of Aristotle's concordance thesis as one of (armchair) psychology: flourishing 
is, as a matter of psychologica l fact, necessary and sufficient for happiness, 
although it cannot be defined independently of happiness as its necessary out­
come. Nevertheless, even on this psychological reading, Aristotle is making a 
more radical claim than Sheldon. He is talk ing not about strong correlations 
here, but rather about 'psychological necessity', and h is view of the 'moti­
vational unity' of the virtuous agent (critiqued by Carr, 2009) is arguably 
even more demanding than Sheldon's conception of the self-concordantly 
functioning individual. 

Lor raine Besser-Jones (2012) has mounted a strong counter-argument 
against Annas's concordance thesis . It is not always entirely clear when she 
is challenging Annas's reading of Aristotle and when she is simply arguing 
that Aristotle's own view is psychologically wrong, but I will interpret her as 
wanting to say the latter. Not all virtuous activities are - Besser-Jones argues - of 



the sort that we take pleasure in independently of their logical connec­
t ion to 'virtue'. Some rare ones may be (such as acts of bravery that elevate 
us to a state of flow), but most of the virtuous activities that Aristotle sees as 
flourishing-constituting are pretty dull and uninspiring in tl,emselves. Keeping 
one's promise when one does not care much for what has been promised, 
considerately picking up papers someone has dropped on the sidewalk, rais­
ing money for disaster sufferers and so forth are true virtuous activities . Yet 
they are not likely to produce flow - unless we think of them, consciously 
and hard, as conducive to a virtuous end, but then they are no longer intrinsi­
cally motivating, as Aristotle's concordance thesis demands. However, as the 
virtuous person develops a state of well-being through engaging in those dull 
activities, while not enj oying them, they constitute a counter-example to the 
concordance thesis (Besser-Jones, 2012, p. 106). 

The most plausible Aristotelian response to Besser-Jones's argument is to 
invoke the completeness caveat, explained above. Aristotle's variety of the 
concordance thesis does not require that all individual (flourishing-constituting) 
virtuous acts produce happiness qua flow, but only those that are engaged in 
for significant periods of time, without interruption. Consider the person 
raising money for disaster relief. The thesis does not demand that each time 
she knocks on a door, she is in a state of flow. However, if she engaged in 
money- ra ising activities for a long rime without exper iencing the concomi­
tant feelings of happiness, this would mean, psychologically, that her heart is 
not in it. If her hea rt is not in it, she is, according to Aristotle, not virtuous 
and motivationally unified, but perhaps just self-controlled in the service of a 
good end. In that case, she would not be engaging in a flourishing-constituting 
activity, so although happiness does not supervene upon it, there is no threat 
to the concordance thesis . 

I have now explored two varieties of the concordance thesis - coming 
from the psychologica l and philosophical sides, respectively. One is more 
radical methodologically and the other psychologically, but they both imply 
that pure subjectivism and pure objectivism fail to do justice to the nature 
of human well-being, and that a mere complementary thesis does not go 
far enough towards synthesis . Consequently, much of the debate about the 
divergent contours of well-being and different ways to measure it will be 
deemed m isguided and superfluous. That, in itself, is a radical claim. But does 
it hold water' 

Flourishing without happiness 

Let us now consider some possible counter-examples to the concordance 
thesis. While those may not be fatal to Sheldon's version of the thesis, even 
if we accept their force (I return to that issue in the concluding section), 
they will at least threaten to undermine Aristotle's radica l variety. In 
this section I explore cases of unhappy flourishers; in the next I turn to 



happy non- flourishers. Because of the complexities and individual variations 
in young people's developmental paths, I will in the present section and the 
next go aga inst the grain of Cigman's advice (2018), which I briefly intro­
duced in the final section of Chapter 2, and offer what she would call 'trun­
cated snapshots' of the lives of adult persons as counter- examples. However, 
the lessons to be drawn from those counter-examples are meant to carry 
significant implications for student flourishing and the aims towards which 
educational theories of flourish ing can realistically aspi re. 

It is almost de rigrteur to invoke Wittgenstein as an example of an unhappy 
flourisher. H is famous last words, 'Tell them that I've had a wonderful life' 
(Monk, 1990, p. 579), are typically taken to mean that he considered himself 
to have flourished in life (see e.g. T iberius & Hall, 2010, p. 215). However, 
by all accounts, he was a grumpy and miserable person with a serious happi­
ness deficit. He does not even seem to have enjoyed writing his great works. 
Instead of being lifted to the heights of flow, he evidently experienced the 
writing process as draining drudgery. The company of friends and students, 
who showered h im with attention and affection, does not seem to have alle­
viated his lingering dissatisfaction with life. 

Obviously, most of what we know of W ittgenstein's 'inner life' (a desig­
nation that he would, by the way, have resented) is derived from hearsay and 
anecdotal evidence. Perhaps he was not as curmudgeonly 'on the inside' as he 
made himself out to be. Perhaps he possessed what Cheshi re Calhoun (2017) 
calls the virtuous state of being 'content with imperfection', although he was 
not happy. Or perhaps he was just clinically depressed, in which case the 
concordance thesis need not be ruled out of court (for it is not about mentally 
ill people). However, if using W ittgenstein as an example grates on readers' 
ears, I ask them to replace him with some other Miserable Tl,inker of the better­
to-be-an-unhappy- Socrates- than-a-happy- pig type, and there are plenty of 
those around, not all of whom can be dismissed as being in a pathological 
condition. As a significant departure from Aristotle, I would even be tempted 
to argue that some of the virtues that make up flourishing are essentially 
'burdened' (to borrow a phrase from Tessman, 2005) - namely, come with 
such a high psycho-moral cost for its bearer that her happiness will almost 
certainly be compromised - although I would refuse to go as far as Brighouse 
in claiming that unhappiness itself qrta unhappiness can produce greatness of 
flourishing (2005, p. 61). 

A more promising riposte is to argue that W ittgenstein did not really 
lead a flourishing life, despite his assertion to the contrary. He never 'com­
pleted' his activities in the sense of bringing them to a satisfactory end. He 
constantly felt that his philosophical output was incomplete, and he never 
produced the definitive philosophical masterpiece that he hoped for. I refer 
to my earl ier discussion of the two senses of 'complete'. To be sure, in 
one sense Wittgenstein did not complete h is phi losophical journey, but that 
is a sense i 1 which nanv flouris 1irn1:- constitutin!l' activities ca 1 never be 



completed anyway. In a more reasonable sense - to which Aristotle's caveat 
must be understood to refer - W ittgenstein did have extended uninter­
rupted periods in which to engage in intrinsically valuable activity; yet flow 
does not seem to have 'followed naturally', as it is supposed to do accord ing 
to the concordance thesis . 

Another version of this riposte would be to argue that Wittgenstein did 
not flourish because oflack of psychological unity. True, the argument would 
go, he actualised the supreme intellectual virtue of contemplation to the 
highest degree, but he did not exercise the more mundane moral and civic 
virtues that are necessary for a flourishing life. In response, we do know 
that Wittgenstein's social ski lls left something to be desired. Yet he seems 
to have been capable of reciprocating friendships, and despite well-known 
bouts of bad temper and tactlessness, there is no good reason to taint h im 
with a sustained dearth of moral vi rtue. If we refuse to impute flourish ing to 
Wittgenstein because he was not equally well developed in all areas, we are 
sett ing the bar too h igh. Flourish ing is, after all, on Aristotle's own account, 
a 'saris concept', and one does not need to be perfect on all counts to cross 
the relevant threshold. 

Let us consider another counter- example: that of the Philistine Do-Gooder. 
N ick Hornby's novel How to Be Good tells the story of David, a married man 
who, at the beginn ing, is described by his wife as 'the definition of aggrieved. 
Permanently' (Hornby, 2001, p. 3). That description is well deserved: David 
is a miserable whinger whose attitude towards others is standoffish and dis­
dainful. After undergoing a marriage crisis, however, and meeting a spiritual 
healer who sucks all wrath out of him, David undergoes a conversion and 
becomes a newborn do-gooder. H is wife realises the change when David 
suddenly decides to give eighty pounds to a homeless child. From then on, 
David is a radically generous do-gooder who spends most of his rime and 
money on t rying to relieve the world's misery. Yet his efforts come to noth­
ing and do not even give him any long- lasting inner feelings of warmth and 
accomplishment. He may be momentarily happy, but he is neither happy 
enough nor happy for long enough to satisfy the concordance thesis. There 
are aspects to David's post- conversion character that may dra in his case of its 
initial plausibi lity as that of a virtuous person without (sufficient) happiness. 
His generosity seems, for example, to be extreme rather than 'medial' as it 
should be on the Aristotelian model to constitute virtue. Yet, let us forget 
those aspects of the actual story and simply focus on someone who, like 
David, aspires to practise virtue with the utmost seriousness of purpose, yet 
fails to reap the rewards of flow. 

Perhaps the P/1ilisti11e Do-Gooder is not really flourishing because he is 
spending all his energy on practical issues while lacking in intellectual depth . 
In other words, David may not be flourishing because he is a philisti ne. This 
riposte, however, sets the bar of flourish ing too high. David is not stupid, 
although he is not a deep thinker, and there is no reason to suppose that he 



is not exercising intellectual virtues to a satisfactory degree. In that sense, 
his predicament is quite different from that of Aristo tle's great-hearted per­
sons (the megalopsycho,) that I discuss in the next chapter. David may not be 
flourishing to the supreme extent that Aristotle (1985) describes in Book 10 
in terms of pure contemplative activity, but he is surely flourishing in a sense 
that suffices to put a damper on the idea that happiness necessarily supervenes 
upon flourishing. 

The worry may still obtrude that the P/1ilisti11e Do-Gooder is not flourish­
ing because his 'heart is not in it'. He may be obsessed with doing the right 
things to satisfy his own sense of (Kanrian) moral duty, or even to appear 
virtuous to others, but deep down he is not driven by vi rrue, and therefore it 
is no mystery that fecund happiness does not emerge. No doubt, do-gooders 
of th is kind exist; however, David is not one of them. There is not a him of 
vanity in h is motivation and he is not a Kantian agenr. He is truly intrinsi­
cally motivated to do the good: a consideration that seems in his case not to 
be co- tenable with the concordance thesis. 

To avoid the pathology objection mentioned earlier, I leave out of consid­
eration in this section a third possible counter- example, in addition to the 
Miserable Tl1i11ker and the Philistine Do-Gooder (explored below): that of the 
Disg11st-Tai11ted F/011risher. By that description I mean someone like Nietzsche's 
budding Obermensc/1 who may start out following 'slave morality' - and to 
flourish in an ordinary sense - but then come to rhe conclusion that flourish­
ing in that sense is fir only for pigs, filling him with revulsion. I rake ir rhar 
rhe Disgust-Tainted F/011ris/1er may seem to many readers to be teetering at the 
brink of madness; hence I will nor press that case here. 

Ar the end of this section, residual concerns remain about the plausibility 
of the concordance thesis. The rwo counter-examples explored seem to m il­
itate aga inst ir. We are left with the impression that there are argumentative 
lapses in at least Aristotle and Annas's version of the thesis, if nor necessarily 
in Sheldon's. We may be forced to fall back on a more popularly held view, 
encapsulated in Wollstonecraft's famous words that the flourishing person (in 
her sense of'the virtuous man') can be 'either gay or grave' (2014, p. 122). 

Happiness without flourishing 

I will focus here on two putative counter-examples: of a not- unhappy-enough 
non- flourisher and a happy non- flourisher. Let us begin with the Happy Slave. 
That case has been invoked so often in the well-being literature that a brief 
reminder suffices. Obviously, Haybron's (2008) ea rlier-mentioned observa­
tion about people being mistaken about their own happiness may apply here. 
So may the objection that even if the Happy Slave does experience some sort 
of'flow' in her slavish activities, rhe feelings are not deep and fecund enough 
to count as the sort of happiness that would undermine the concordance thesis 
(although it is difficult to envisage accurate criteria for, and measurements 



of, the required 'depth '). Thus, perhaps the Happy Slave is not terribly happy 
after all, and the very title may be a m isnomer. Yet the point remains that the 
'Happy' Slave is not as unhappy as she should be, ex hypotl,esi, according to 
the concordance thesis. This case is tricky, however, because of the possible 
levels of self- deception involved, which may border on the pathological (e.g. 
Stockholm syndrome). Rather than pursing th is case further, I turn, there­
fore, to a putatively non- pathological case: that of the Tom Artist. 

In World Light, a major novel by Halld6r Laxness (2002), we encounter 
the (anti) -hero Olafur !Grason and follow his tragic trajectory through life. 
I go on to explain that trajectory in much more detail in Chapter 5 (which 
readers can now consult for further details if they so wish). For present pur­
poses, however, I think it suffices to know that Olafur satisfies neither of 
the two preconditions of flourishing posited in Chapter 2, and he does not 
come anywhere near to realising its constitutive parts either, especially the 
moral virtues; he remains at best morally torn, erratic and incontinent. Yet 
there is something exquisite about his overall state of wretchedness. Repeated 
ecstatic experiences of ' the epiphanic resonance of the divine' give his life 
meaning and unwavering purpose from t ime to time, and sporadic per iods 
of deep poetic inspiration elevate him to the heights ofhedonic splendour. 

The author's account of the poet's life and self- perceptions, throughout 
the novel, may perhaps be read as tongue- in- cheek and sarcastic. However, 
for present purposes, let us take Olafur's perceptions of his own li fe at face 
value and assume that his experiences of happiness were genuine rather than 
self- deceptive. Let us also presume that they had the sort of flow- like quality 
about them that Annas (drawing on Aristotle and Csikszennnihalyi) consid­
ers to be the natural concomitant of engagement in intrinsically valuable, 
flourishing-constituting activities (in this case, for example, the writing of 
poetry). Bur were they deep and long- lasting enough to pose a threat to the 
concordance thesis? There is little doubt about the former; indeed, Olafur's 
moments of flow were arguably more profound than many so-called paragons 
of Aristotelian virtue will ever experience. Whether they were long- lasting 
enough is another question. O lafur seems to have experienced them mainly 
in short bursts of artistic creativity, which for him was real even though it 
may have lacked objective (or acknowledged) artistic value. Yet he also seems 
to have had opportunities for relatively extended, uninterrupted periods of 
artistic activity - and i f we insist that the true flourisher is in a state of con­
stant flow, we are clearly setting the bar too high. I cannot, therefore, bur 
conclude that the case of the Tom Artist is a further chink in the armour of 
the concordance thesis. 

For the same reason as in the previous section, I shelve here a third pos­
sible counter-example: of someone who is happy precisely in virtue of not 
flourish ing (in the standard sense). I am thinking here, for instance, of the 
Suffesiful Sadist. I worry that this case will be too easily susceptible to a 
pathology objection. 



I need to say something at the end of this section about 'the happy immor­
alist', however: the person who is presumably happy despite being vicious. 
First, a brief foray into Aristotelian scholarship is requ ired to explain why I 
refuse to go as far as acknowledging the claim that Bernard Williams's famous 
'horrible person' with a 'bright eye and gleaming coat' can be considered 
'dangerously flourishing' and happy (1985, p. 46) . I take refuge here in some 
pretty unambiguous and persuasive claims that Aristotle makes about the 
vicious in Book IX of the Nicomachean Ethics. He does not mince h is words 
about their baneful predicament. The vicious 'shun themselves' because they 
cannot stand their own company, and deep down they are 'fu ll of regret'. 
Because thei r 'soul is in conflict' between appetite for the bad and wish for 
the good, 'each part pulls in a different direction', gradually tearing them 
apart (1985, p. 247 [1166b11- 26J). 

Muller (2015) brings these comments to bear on various other passages in 
Aristotle's corpus and argues that although, at the very moment they act, the 
vicious may nor feel conflicted, the object at which they aim, namely inune­
diate pleasure, is inherently unstable, and hence they soon begin to regret 
what they previously enjoyed. As a consequence, the vicious suffer from 
an 'unprincipled pathetic mess of feelings' (2015, p. 473). Gronroos (2015) 
argues, in a similar vein, that the vicious do not really wish what they aim for, 
even though they think they do - and that this lack of self- transparency makes 
them conflicted and miserable. For 'vice perverts us and produces false views 
about the origins of actions' (Aristotle, 1985, p. 169 [1144a34J). 

As I read the relevant passages, they seem to be entirely consistent with 
Aristotle's account of the golden mean of virtue, according to which we are 
'noble in only one way, but bad in all sorts of ways' (1985, p. 44 [1106b35- 36J). 
Not only is it true that the same extreme of a virtue can be exhibited in vari­
ous sorts of ways; a v icious person also could, in principle at least, at the same 
time succumb to the ext reme of excess with regard to some actions (say, fool­
hard iness vis-a-vis courage) and the extreme of deficiency (say, cowardl iness 
vis-a-vis courage) with regard to others . So there is a certa in inherent logical 
disunity about vice (as opposed to virtue), which is likely to result in severe 
psychological disunity. 

Second, from the perspective of evolutionary psychology, it is not far­
fetched to hypothesise that, in order to succeed, vicious t raits have developed 
in such a way as to confound other people . Criminals with consistent action 
tendencies are likely to be predictable wrongdoers and hence more likely to 
be apprehended than criminals who avai l themselves of motives and means 
so di ffuse that not even they themselves would be able to foresee them. It is 
tlllts, so speak, a 'performance asset' of vice to be d isunified. This could be 
the reason why vices do not typically seem to cluster in any general sorts of 
way, as vi rtues arguably do (Gulliford & Roberts, 2018). 

Third, to invoke some compelling modern conceptions of evil that are 
as much aesthetically as morally grounded, I have always been taken with 



Edgar Allan Poe's poetic observation that 'beauty wages war upon vice [ . .. ] 
on the grounds of her deformity - her disproportion' (1902, vol. XIV, p. 273). 
Adding to this aesthetic sense of the inherent disproportionaliry of vice are 
even better-known comments by Hannah Arendt about the essential super­
ficiality and banality of evil: 

Ir is indeed my opinion now that evil is never 'radical', rhar it is only 
extreme, and rhar ir possesses neither depth nor any demonic dimen­
sion. It can overgrow and lay waste rhe whole world precisely because 
it spreads like a fungus on the surface. Ir is ' thought- defying', because 
thought tries to reach some depth , ro go to rhe roots, and the moment it 
concerns itself with evil, ir is frustrated b ecause there is nothing. That is 
its 'banality'. Only rhe good has depth rhar can be radical ' (1978, p. 251). 

While these observations may seem ro go beyond any position that could 
even remotely be described as 'Aristotelian', they do chime in nicely wirh 
Aristotle's remarks about the psychological frustrations of the vicious who -
unable to find any lasting solace of depth or satisfaction in what they are 
doing - are ultimately 'at odds with themselves' and may even 'destroy them­
selves' (1985, p. 247 [1166b7- 13J). 

Fourth, accepting Williams's claim about the flourishing and happiness of 
' the horrible person' would elicit some counter- intu itive implications about 
the possibility of leading a flourishing life while treading on the toes of 
others and preventing them from flourishing. Consider W illiams's own 
much- discussed example of the post- impressionist painter Gauguin (in the 
chapter 'Moral Luck ' in W illiams, 1981). Even ifwe assume, as Wi lliams does, 
that Gauguin succeeded in satisfying h is strong personal and artistic ambitions 
during his sojourns in Tahiti, he seems to have done so callously, at the expense 
of his abandoned wife and children back home. He was, by all accounts, a 
man of vice. In view of Aristotle's persuasive point about the psycho- moral 
disunity of vice, I find it implausible to suppose that Gauguin was leading a 
flourishing life. Even the weaker claim, that though not flourishing, he was at 
least happy, does not ring true in the case of Gauguin if the standard biograph­
ical evidence about his life is to be believed. 

I do acknowledge that Ola fur Karason seems to satisfy many of the unhap­
piness characteristics that Aristotle connects to the life of the vicious (1985, 
p. 247 [1166b11- 28J). He suffers, from time to rime, from self-hate and regret, 
and he destroys himself in the end. However, Ola fur - even when he suc­
cumbs to vile acts of pedophilia - lacks the sustained attraction to the bad 
that is characteristic of vice. H e is much better described as incontinent. 
M y reluctance to abandon the Aristotelian assumption that the vicious can­
not flourish and experience genuine happiness explains why I would have 
resisted the case of Ola fur Karason as a counter-example to the concordance 
thesis if I had considered him a vicious person. It is precisely because he is 



psychologically disunified in the sense of incont inence, rather than vice, that 
I think his case passes as a counter- example of someone who can experience 
happiness while failing to flourish. 

All that said, Aristotle may have had too idealised a view of the motiva­
tional unity of the virtuous (see e.g. Carr, 2009). As I argued in the preceding 
section, I do not believe that even the virtuously flourishing person necessar­
ily possesses the sort of psychological unity that leads to sustained experiences 
of subjective well-being. 

Just philosophical 'armchair psychology'? 

I wi ll nor claim here that the counter-examples presented above constitute 
definitive refutations of the concordance d1esi~. However, at least they pose a seri­
ous threat to it, and I would go as far as saying that they undermine Aristotle's 
radical version. There seem to be unhappy flourishers (such as the Miserable 
Thinker), nor-happy-enough flourishers (such as the Philistine Do-Gooder), 
happy non- flourishers (such as the Tom Artist) and not- unhappy-enough 
non- flourishers (such as the Happy Slave). I present the various permutations 
in Table 3.1, including the two cases that I refused to ful ly acknowledge for 
reasons explained earlier. 

Readers may wonder if, because of my self-ascription as a neo-Aristotelian 
philosopher, I have committed some sort of an academic parricide here. Thar 
is not the case. Most so-called Aristotelian philosophers nowadays, at least 
those working within moral philosophy, moral psychology and character 
education, are critical reconsrructors rather than deferential reproducers. Ir is 
no news to them that Aristotle needs to be updated and correc ted in vari ­
ous ways fo r contemporary consumption. For example, as I acknowledged 
in Chapter 2 , Aristotle may be accused of idealisations of actual people 
and objects in the world in which we live. He is, for example, commonly 
fau lted for downplaying the extent to which even the truly virtuous may 
suffer from res idues of pain and be a fflicted with emotional ambivalence 
(Carr, 2009). The counter-arguments to the concordance thesis above are 

Table 3.1 Flourishing and Happiness Permutations 

Happiness 

Not happiness 

Flourishing 

Positive concordance (in line w ith 
the concordance thesis) 

The Miserable Thinker 
The Philistine Do-Gooder 
(The Disgust-Tainted Flourisher) 

Not flourishing 

The Tom Artist 
• The Happy Slave 
• (The Successful Sadist) 

N egative concordance (in line 
with the concordance thesis) 



perhaps little more than variations on the common theme of showing how 
Aristotle over-idealised the motivational unity of the virtuous. 

There are two reasons why my counter-examples may not cut as much ice 
with concordance theorists in psychology, such as Sheldon. First, they may 
consider my reliance on anecdotal evidence and fictional (literary) exam­
ples as symptomatic of the worst form of philosophical 'armchair psychol­
ogy'. Second, as I have mentioned at various junctures, Sheldon's thesis is 
not couched in terms of psychological necessity, like Aristotle's. So even if 
Sheldon happened to accept the relevance of my case stories, he could simply 
see them as statistical outliers. The concordance thesis could be strongly sta­
tistically significant, although there are a few Miserable Thi11kers around, for 
example, for whom some slack must be cut. 

I venture to hypothesise that the counter-examples I have given are not 
just 'bugs' but are fairly common in daily life. Nevertheless, I freely admit 
to saying that in default of statistical evidence, simply relying on my own 
life experiences. Those experiences tell me that the world contains a signif­
icant number of unhappy flourishers and happy non- flourishers. As an edu­
cator, I have seen them in classrooms on a regular basis. As a follower of the 
Aristotelian naturalism explained in Chapter 1, however, I am no believer 
in an anti-empirical armchair psychology. I present these counter-examples 
here, rather, as ammunition for a hypothesis that needs to be tested empiri­
cally. There is al ready evidence of apparent discordance between flourishing 
and happiness, such as studies finding that while 'most' Americans take them­
selves to be 'happy', only two out of every ten adults are flourishing (cited 
in Crespo & Mesurado, 2015, p. 940). But because of the methodological 
misgivings expressed earl ier about how flourishing is typically measured in 
such studies (e.g. by relying on self- reports and ignoring virtue-constructs), I 
acknowledge that my discordance hypothesis is sti ll a hunch rather than part 
of a tested theory. 

Notice, however, that even if my 'hypothesis' were confirmed, the con­
cordance thesis could still hold as 'an ideal'. I find that likely; Aristotle, Annas 
and Sheldon have given us reasons to bel ieve that, u11der ideal co11ditio11s, flour­
ishing and happiness go hand in hand. However, an ideal association does not 
deserve the title of a 'thesis', either about psychological necessity or strong 
empirical correlations; and I remind readers of the educational perils of uto ­
pian forms of idealism, acknowledged in Chapter 2 . Notice that nothing I 
have said in this chapter speaks against a weaker flourishing- happiness har­
mony thesis in terms of complementarity or hybridiry. Perhaps there is no 
way to conceptualise or measure well-being adequately except by spreading 
our bets in the form of a mixed account and mixed measures of flourishing 
and happiness (however we may then decide to aggregate them). That consid­
eration t.akes us right back to where we started: to the traditional objective­
subjective well-being debate. If there is no shortcut through that debate, via 
a concordance thesis, then we simply need to continue to pursue it head-on, 



even i f the incipient tensions between flourishing and happiness accounts get 
t ransformed into serious antagonisms or call for painful trade- offs . 

The concordance thesis constitutes a grand project, bur from a philosoph­
ical perspective, there seems to be something too convenient about it. It is 
almost too good to be true that a historically significant debate about the 
content of the good life can be dissolved as a false djchoromy and a poten­
t ial non- issue. My sympathies, as a philosopher, lie with T iberius's conten­
tion (2006, p. 497) that a theory of well-being - even when conceptualised 
essentially as an educational theory as I do in this book - cannot avoid being 
normative and raking a stand on an issue that is controversial: nor because of 
the essential relativity of the good, bur because of its plurality and diversity 
(see T iberius & Hall, 2010, p. 219). The injection of some good old normative 
argument into well-being research cannot be avoided, because the question 
of the relative worth of flourishing versus happiness looks like a standard 
evaluative question. Yet it is one that springs up at us with redoubled force 
because it concerns nothing less than the question of what constitutes a good 
human life: a question with serious educational and political implications, as 
I repeatedly noted in Chapter 2 . 

Self- concordance (Sheldon, 2013) may well be a valuable attribute, and 
those who attain it may achieve flourishing-happiness concordance in the 
bargain. Bur there are philosophical and psychological reasons to th ink that 
many achieve neither - and yet can either flourish or be happy. How wor­
ried should we be about that conclusion from the perspective of the k ind of 
theory that the present book proposes to sketch, about flourishing as the aim 
of education' Apart from the reminder to keep our aspirations modest and 
realistic, I do nor think we need to be overly worried. I myself have at rimes 
been frustrated as a reacher - ea rlier at the secondary-school level and later 
at university - to see students who seem to be flourishing objectively fail to 
turn their flourishing- constituting activities into stares of fecund pleasures. 
I have also been genuinely surprised - sometimes inspired even - in my life 
to see people undergoing severe flourishjng-hampering hardships experience 
profound pleasures. However, that is human life in all its complexities; these 
counter-examples do nothing to undermine the assumption that the best bet 
to secure a subjectively satisfying life is to enhance flourish ing. Educational 
theories can, after all, only be true for the most part. We need to be mindful 
of the Aristotelian advice to look, in our theorising, for only as much preci­
sion as the relevant subject matter permits. 

Food for thought for practitioners 

1 Do you agree that in ordinary language, the terms 'flourishing' and 'hap­
piness' capture reasonably well the distinction between objective and 
subjective accounts of well-being' If nor, what other terms would you 
recommend for general lay use' 



2 How would you respond to the claim that the case of someone - say, a 
secondary-school student - who seems to be satisfying the relevant cri­
teria for flourishing but fails to score high on SWB measures does not 
refute the flourishing-happiness concordance thesis' Can such cases be 
treated just as bugs or noise, rather than devastating counter-examples, 
as long as they are not too frequent? 

3 Think carefully about the case of the PJ,i/istirre Do-Gooder. Does it really 
serve as an apt counter-example to the concordance thesis? If it does, 
what lessons can be learned from it with respect to the goal of encour­
aging more young people to engage in social activism and charity work? 

4 What do you think of Bernard Williams's vivid depiction of a 'horrible 
person', with a 'bright eye and gleaming coat', who is nonetheless 'dan­
gerously flourishing'' Is th is example realistic? If not, why not? 

5 Is it a major blow for a theory of flourishing as the aim of education ifit is 
t rue that flourishjng as a student does not always come with the benefits 
of subjective happiness? Or can we j ust take that finding in our stride and 
continue to pursue the relevant aim' 
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