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EDITORIAL   

 

Felicitators  
 

Introduction  

 

 

This symposium is the result of our efforts to collect and present what we know about the 

creation and distribution of happiness. Our aim is to help shift the focus of wellbeing research 

ÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯȿ(ɀɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÞÌɀɯÉàɯÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÐÕÎɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈÕËɯ×ÓÈÊÌÚȮɯÐËÌÈÚɯÈÕËɯinstitutions, that have made 

and can make the world a happier place. We call them ȿFelicitatorsɀ ɬ producers of happiness. 

3ÏÐÚɯÏÈÚɯÌÊÏÖÌÚɯÖÍɯ!ÌÕÛÏÈÔɀÚɯÍÌÓÐÊÐÍÐÊɯÊÈÓÊÜÓÜÚȮɯÈÕËɯÙÌÔÐÕËÚɯÜÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ&-'ȮɯÛÏÌɯ&ÙÖÚÚɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

Happiness concept, is rendered in Brazil as FIB, Felicidad Interna Bruta. 

Our unusual partnership is thanks to Jean Timsit, who two years ago invited a range of 

happiness researchers to pool their diverse skills and interests to expand and enrich what is 

known and can be used to improve lives. W e are enormously grateful for his initiative and 

continued support. In January 2010, in the course of project discussions in Tulum (Mexico), we 

fell upon two ideas at once. The first was to use particular stories and examples as a way of 

assembling and explaining important results. The second was to encourage the spread of 

wellbeing by celebrating felicitators, and especially those whose ideas and actions have broad 

or universal applicability. We think that our eight papers, created collaboratively and gath ered 

together in this symposium, are ideally placed in the International Journal of Wellbeing, whose 

mission, like ours, is to develop and freely exchange ideas that deserve and need to cross 

geographic and disciplinary borders.  

We will not attempt to stitch our papers too tightly together, or to claim any sort of 

completeness. We opted for examples, and examples are what you get. What, you might ask, 

following the alphabetical order of our names, could Dr Seuss, Maria Montessori,  Bruder Klaus, 

Central Park, Singapore prisons, Moses, the Dalai Lama and music have in common? Read on 

and see. You may, like us, be surprised to see how many common themes there are, and how 

very specific examples can open up very large discussions.  
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EDITORIAL   

 

Forward on Project + 
 

Jean Timsit  

 

 

This symposium on Felicitators contains the first collective output of an interdisciplinary group 

of wellbeing researchers invited to contribute and combine their efforts to synthesize and 

expand what can usefully be learned from the rapidly enlarging science of wellbeing.  The two 

main goals of Project +, as the collective effort has been named, are: 

1) To produce a synthesis of what is known about the ways one can or cannot achieve 

human fulfillment, personal wellbeing and happiness, and  

2) To investigate the consequences of these findings at the collective level of countries or 

societies, including those at very different stages of material development. 

 

Project + researchers were invited to consider the following questions, amongst others: 

¶ How do recent discoveries and methodologies help answer very old and traditional 

ØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯɁÎÖÖËɯÓÐÍÌɂȳ 

¶ What are the paths to personal wellbeing, life satisfaction, contentment or happiness? 

¶ Which paths are counterproductive?  

¶ 6ÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÍÓÐÊÛÐÕÎɯÍÖÙÊÌÚɯÐÕɯ×ÓÈÊÌȮɯÖÙɯÊÖÕÛÙÈËÐÊÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÛÏÌɯɁËÈÙÒɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚɂȳɯ 

¶ What do we need more of? Less of?  

¶ Are current approaches delivering the expected progress for civilization?  

¶ Can sustainable paths to personal happiness be generalized to the societal level? 

¶ How can one balance the outside/in and the inside/out approach? 

¶ How mi ght paths to personal happiness affect public policies?  

¶ 'ÖÞɯÊÈÕɯÞÌɯÙÌËÌÍÐÕÌɯɁ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚɂɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÈÓÚɯÖÍɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛȳ 

¶ How can we release the energies of altruism and generosity (rather than selfishness and 

carelessness)?  

¶ "ÖÜÓËɯÈɯÊÓÈÙÐÍÐÌËɯ×ÈÛÏɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯÞÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯɁÔÐÚÚÐÕÎɯÓÐÕÒȮɂɯÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ

motivation, to cha llenge our contemporary way of life and allow a paradigm shift that 

might lead to a better world?  

 

Answers to these questions could provide a new framework for how decisions are made on 

many different levels ɬ individual, collective, organizational, institutional and governmental. It 

would enaÉÓÌɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯÞÐÚÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÓÐÝÌɯÈɯȿÎÖÖËɯÓÐÍÌɀ to have a more precise idea of how to 

achieve it as well as enable policy makers, in education, health, government, and businesses, to 

make decisions that facilitate personal and social wellbeing instead of relying exclusively on a 

narrower range of objectives, often defined in purely material terms.  

The project reflects the perspectives of several different disciplines, and is based on 

dialogues among scientists who otherwise may not have the opportunity to work closely 

ÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙȭɯ ,ÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌɯ ËÐÚÊÐ×ÓÐÕÌÚɀɯ ×ÌÙÚ×ÌÊÛÐÝÌÚɯ ÖÕɯ ÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯ ÈÙÌɯ ÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÌËȮɯ ÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎ 
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contemplative studies, religious studies, psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics, 

ecology, history, philosophy, and neuroscience.  

The aim of the project is to use dialogues among experts to facilitate breakthroughs in how 

we think about happiness and what we have traditionally believed leads to happiness. Whereas 

these topics are often studied by isolated individua ls, each working from a single perspective, 

Project + is unique in its emphasis on creating small-group collaborations for the purpose of 

generating new ideas about happiness. Too often the individuals who conduct basic science 

and/or who publish in philos ophical or scientific journals do not share their knowledge across 

disciplinary boundaries, or with the general public, leaving to others the task of reaching 

practical conclusions and communicating them to a lay audience. An important aspect of 

Project + ÐÚɯÐÛÚɯÎÖÈÓɯÛÖɯÚÏÈÙÌɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÐÉÓÌȮɯÈ××ÓÐÊÈÉÓÌɯÔÖËÌÓÚɯÖÍɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÕÌÛɀÚɯ

resources. 

These are complex and controversial topics, but bringing in the best of contemporary 

science and multi-disciplinary methodology offers an extraordinary opp ortunity to address 

some of the current challenges facing modern societies.  
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ARTICLE  

 

Dr. Seuss, felicitator  
 

Aaron Ahuvia  

 

 
Abstract:  This article uses the life and work of Theodor Geisel (aka Dr. Seuss) to discuss certain 

aspects of what it means to be a ȿÍÌÓÐÊÐÛÈÛÖÙɀ, i.e. a person who brings happiness to others. The 

focus is particularly on his promotion of creativity and social inclusion, and his critique of 

materialism.  
 

Keywords:  happiness, subjective well-being, subjective wellbeing, materialism, social status, 

fashion, creativity  

 

 

v ¶ w 
 

(Íɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÖÒÚɯÛÏÌàɯÙÌÈËɯÈÕËɯÐÍɯȿÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɯÐÚɯÍÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÕȮɀɯÛÏÌÕɯ

Dr. Seuss (Theodor Seuss Geisel) is the most influential author, poet, and artist 

of modern times. 

 - John Granger (2004), from his review of Dr. Seuss: American Icon 

 

1. Introduction  

3ÏÌɯÖÉÝÐÖÜÚɯÏà×ÌÙÉÖÓÌɯÖÍɯ&ÙÈÕÎÌÙɀÚɯØÜÖÛÌɯȹÈÉÖÝÌȺɯÕÖÛÞÐÛÏÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎȮɯÏÐÚɯÜÕËÌÙÓàÐÕÎɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÚɯ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐÈÓÓàɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯÔÈÕàɯÓÐÝÌÚɯÐÚɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯÚÖÜÕËȭ1 Theodor (Ted) 

Seuss Geisel (1904-1991), better known as Dr. Seuss, had a long and varied career. But it is as 

ÛÏÌɯÈÜÛÏÖÙɯÈÕËɯÐÓÓÜÚÛÙÈÛÖÙɯÖÍɯÚÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÉÌÓÖÝÌËɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÌÕÛÐÌÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯ

that he will be long remembered, and, I will argue , through which he became a felicitator par 

excellence. 

A felicitator 2 is a person or thing which brings happiness to others. As with most good 

authors, Dr. Seuss was a felicitator in part through the enjoyment people derived directly from 

his work. But he  was a felicitator in a more profound sense as well, because he has helped teach 

a particular set of values and outlook on life to hundreds of millions of children. Geisel disliked 

the heavy-ÏÈÕËÌËɯÔÖÙÈÓÐÚÔɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÈÚɯÌÕËÌÔÐÊɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍ his day, but 

ÔÈÕàɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÕÖÕÌÛÏÌÓÌÚÚɯÛÈÜÎÏÛɯÈɯÔÖÙÈÓɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÖÍɯÝÐÌÞȭɯ+ÐÒÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÍɯÔÈÕàɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯ

authors, his work emphasized honesty and our responsibility to protect those weaker than 

ourselves. But somewhat less typically, especially for an author of his generation, his work 

championed personal creativity while rebuking snobbery, materialism, conformity and 

                                                
1 This paper focuses in particular on materialism and happiness. In this regard it is worth noting that the ideas 

children are exposed to through the media have been shown to have a significant influence on their levels of 

materialism (Bottomley, Nairn, Kas ser, Ferguson & Ormrod 2010). 
2 (ɯÊÖÐÕÌËɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯɁÍÌÓÐÊÐÛÈÛÖÙɂɯÐÕɯƖƔƕƔɯÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÍɯ/ÙÖÑÌÊÛǶȭ 
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prejudice. It is ÛÏÌɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÜÕËÌÙÓÐÌɯ2ÌÜÚÚɀÚ stories, and not just the memorable rhymes and 

funny illustrations, which gave his work the c lassic status it has today. And it is these values 

which form the foundation of my argument that he was a felicitator. Specifically, I argue that 

his books had a modest but nonetheless real influence on millions of children, encouraging 

their imaginative c reativity and discouraging snobbery, social exclusion and materialism. I also 

review research showing the positive connection between creativity and happiness and the 

negative connections between snobbery, social exclusion, materialism on the one hand and 

happiness on the other. So to the extent that Ɂ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÖÒÚɯÛÏÌàɯÙÌÈËɂɯȹ&ÙÈÕÎÌÙɯ

2004), children raised on Dr. Seuss had improved odds of growing up to be happy adults. 3 

 

2. Theodor Seuss Geisel 

As an undergraduate at Dartmouth College (class of 1925), Geisel was editor of the school 

humor magazine, The Jack-.ɀ-Lantern. He held the editorship until he was forced to resign by 

the university administration as a penalty for a party in his room that w as raided by the police, 

who, despite Prohibition, found alcohol there. To get around his official banishment from the 

magazine, Geisel continued to write for The Jack-.ɀ-Lantern using a variety of aliases including 

2ÌÜÚÚȮɯÏÐÚɯÔÐËËÓÌɯÕÈÔÌɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÔÈÐËÌÕɯÕÈÔÌȭɯ2ÖÔÌɯàÌÈÙÚɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÏÌɯÈ××ÌÕËÌËɯɁ#ÙȭɂɯÛÖɯ

ÏÐÚɯ×ÚÌÜËÖÕàÔɯɁÈÚɯÈɯÛÖÕÎÜÌ-in-cheek reference to the doctorate in literature he blew off when 

ÏÌɯËÙÖ××ÌËɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯȹÈɯ/Ï#ɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯÈÛȺɯ.ßÍÖÙËɂɯȹ2ÊÏÜÓÔÈÕɯƖƔƔƘȮɯ×ȭɯƚȺȭɯɁ#Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚɂɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÏÐÚɯ

primary pseudonym fr om that time on, although he also published over a dozen books under 

the name Theo LeSieg (LeSieg is Geisel spelled backwards). 

3ÌËɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɯÞÈÚɯƙƗɯàÌÈÙÚɯÖÓËɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÏÐÚɯÊÈÙÌÌÙɯÈÚɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÈÜÛÏÖÙɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÛÖÖÒɯÖÍÍȭɯ8ÌÈÙÚɯ

before that, he had achieved minor celebrity status for his work as a humorous advertising 

copywriter. Geisel never had an ambition to be an ad man, but after he included the brand 

name Flit in one of his early cartoons, he was asked by Flit insecticide to create an ad campaign. 

The resulting ads were a huge hit ɬ Fred Allen and Jack Benny referenced the ads in their 

comedy routines, and there was even a song based on them. Geisel produced the Flit and other 

advertisements for 17 years, during which he used advertising as an economic base from which 

to explore other opportunities. He found some success as a humor cartoonist and as a liberal 

political cartoonist where he advocated US involvement in WWII, prior to Pearl Harbor  (see 

Figure 1 below)ȭɯ6ÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÐÓÓÜÚÛÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒÚɯÚÛÈÙÛed out as just another sideline in 

&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÈÛÛÌÔ×ÛɯÛÖɯÊÖÉÉÓÌɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙɯÈɯÊÈÙÌÌÙȭɯ'Ìɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÏÐÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒȮɯAnd to Think 

That I Saw it All on Mulberry Street ÐÕɯƕƝƗƛȮɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÖÕÌɯ

of the permitted side activities in his advertising contract .4  

After the United States entered World War II Geisel enlisted and served a seven-year stint 

in the US military, where he scripted training and propaganda films under his commanding 

officers Frank Capra (the legendary film director) and Jack Jones (the animator who created 

Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck). After the army, he tried his hand at Hollywood script writing. 

Over the course of his work in the military and in Hollywood, he wrote three Academy award -

winning document aries. But he found working in Hollywood as part of the studio system very 

                                                
3 3ÏÐÚɯØÜÖÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ)ÖÏÕɯ&ÙÈÕÎÌÙɀÚɯȹƖƔƔƘȺɯÖÕÓÐÕÌɯÙÌÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯDr Seuss: American Icon. 

http://www.amazon.com/Dr -Seuss-American-Phillip -Nel/dp/0826414346/ref=cm_cr_pr_orig_subj  
4 This is sometimes presented as a coincidence, as if the contract had just happened by chance to permit authoring 

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒÚȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÌËɯÏÐÔɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ!ÜÛɯÏÖÞɯËÐËɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÓÈÜÚÌɯÍÐÕËɯÐÛÚɯÞÈàɯÐÕÛÖɯÏÐÚɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÊÛɯÛÖɯÉÌÎÐÕɯÞÐÛÏȳɯ(Ûɯ

is quite plausible that he had an interest in this occupation and requested that his advertising contract allow him to 

ÞÖÙÒɯÐÕɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌȭɯ(ÍɯÚÖȮɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÍÐÛɯÈɯ×ÈÛÛÌÙÕɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÏÐÚɯÓÐÍÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÊÈÚÛÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯ×ÈÚÛɯÈÚɯÈɯÚÌÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯ

happenstance serendipitous events, when in fact he played an active role in bringing those events about. 

http://www.amazon.com/Dr-Seuss-American-Phillip-Nel/dp/0826414346/ref=cm_cr_pr_orig_subj
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unpleasant. When it came to his creative work Geisel was perfectionistic, uncompromising, and 

ËÐËɯÕÖÛȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÌß×ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÎÖÌÚȮɯȿ×ÓÈàɯÞÌÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɀȭɯ!ÌÐÕÎɯÈɯÚÌÓÍ-employed author suited 

him much better. So, having determined that he and his wife could live on $100 per week, in 

1953 he asked his agent, ɁÐÍɯ(ɯËÙÖ×ɯÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÌÓÚÌɯȹÛÖɯÍÖÊÜÚɯÌßÊÓÜÚÐÝÌÓàɯÖÕɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯ

books), do you think I could count on royalties of $5000 a yeÈÙȳɂɯȹMorgan & Morgan  1995, p. 

140Ⱥȭɯ ÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÏÌɯÏÈËɯ×ÙÌÝÐÖÜÚÓàɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÚÌÝÌÕɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒÚȮɯÚÖÔÌɯÖÍɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÏÈËɯÉÌÌÕɯ

fairly popular, his royalty payments were modest. So his decision to give up his advertising 

and scriptwriting work was no small econom ic risk. 

 

 
Figure 1: Political cartoon for PM Magazine satirizes Mussolini  

 

3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÈàÐÕÎɯÈÔÖÕÎɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛɯËÌÚÐÎÕÌÙÚȮɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÐÛɯÛÈÒÌÚɯƖƔɯàÌÈÙÚɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÈɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛɯÉÌÊÖÔÌÚɯÈÕɯ

ÖÝÌÙÕÐÎÏÛɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɀɬ ÚÖɯÛÖÖɯÞÐÛÏɯ#Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚȭɯ(ÕɯƕƝƙƛȮɯƖƔɯàÌÈÙÚɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÏÐÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÉÖÖÒȮɯÏÌɯ

published The Cat in the Hat and How the Grinch Stole Christmas, both of which were wildly 

×Ö×ÜÓÈÙɯ ÈÕËɯ ÛÙÈÕÚÍÖÙÔÌËɯ #Ùȭɯ 2ÌÜÚÚɯ ÐÕÛÖɯ ÈɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯ ÚÜ×ÌÙÚÛÈÙȭɯ (Õɯ ÛÖÛÈÓȮɯ &ÌÐÚÌÓɯ

authored 44 books, which have collectively sold over one half  billion copies.5  

 

3. Imagination and creativity   

#Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÉÖÖÒȮɯAnd to Think That I Saw It All on Mulberry Street (1937) was rejected by as 

many as 436 publishers before a chance meeting on the street between Geisel and an old college 

friend, who had just entered the publishing business, led to its production. While utte rly 

unremarkable today, what made And to Think That I Saw It All on Mulberry Street a tough sell to 

publishers in the 1930s was the fact that it took the perspective of a creative child who was 

ÍÙÜÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯÉàɯÏÐÚɯÍÈÛÏÌÙɀÚɯ×ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯËÙàɯÛÙÜÛÏɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÐÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÝÌɯÚÛÖÙÐÌÚȭɯ,ÈÕàɯ

                                                
5 Some of my personal favorites not mentioned so far include ,Ê$ÓÓÐÎÖÛɀÚɯ/ÖÖÓȮɯ'ÖÙÛÖÕɯ'ÌÈÙÚɯÈɯ6ÏÖȵȮɯ&ÙÌÌÕɯ$ÎÎÚɯÈÕËɯ

Ham, Yertle the Turtle and Other Stories, The Sneetches and Other Stories, The Lorax, and finally .ÏȮɯ3ÏÌɯ/ÓÈÊÌÚɯ8ÖÜɀÓÓɯ&ÖȵȰɯ

which, interestÐÕÎÓàȮɯÏÈÚɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÎÐÍÛɯÍÙÖÔɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÜ×ÖÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÎÙÈËÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÊÖÓÓÌÎÌȭ 
6 3ÏÌɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌÙÚȮɯÓÐÒÌɯÚÖɯÔÈÕàɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÐÕɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÓÐÍÌȮɯÎÖÛɯÓÈÙÎÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÌÈÊÏɯÙÌÛÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÐÚÕɀÛɯ

conclusively known. The source of the number 43 used here is Lurie (1990). 
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×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌÙÚɯÚÈÞɯÛÏÐÚɯÌÔ×ÈÛÏàɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯ×ÌÙÚ×ÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÈÚɯÈÕÛÐ-authority (Lurie 1990). And in a 

way it was, since our creative imagination allows us to see beyond the existing social structure 

and towards the possibili ty of a different and better way of life. Indeed, it has oft been noted 

ÛÏÈÛɯ#Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚɀÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɯɁÌß×ÙÌÚÚɯÈɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯÍÙÌÌËÖÔɯÍÙÖÔɯÊÖÕÝÌÕÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÞÈàÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎɂɯ

ȹ1ÌÕÛÏÈÓɯƕƝƚƖȺɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯɁÔÈÕàɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÉÖÖÒÚɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÛÙÖÕÎɯÓÐÉÌÙÈÓȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÈÕÛÐ-establishment 

mÖÙÈÓɂɯȹLurie 1990, p. 51). 

From his first book on, Dr. Seuss was always ÈÓÓÐÌËɯɁÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÍÙÌÌɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛɂɯȹ+ÈÕÌÚɯ

ƕƝƛƕȮɯÈÚɯÊÐÛÌËɯÐÕɯ-ÌÓɯƖƔƔƘȮɯ×ȭɯƖƙƕȺɯÈÚɯÏÌɯÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÌËɯɁÛÏÌɯÞÐÓËÌÚÛɯÍÓÐÎÏÛÚɯÖÍɯÍÈÕÛÈÚàɂɯȹLurie 1990, p. 

51). Seuss goes so far as to suggest ÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÐÛàɯÕÌÌËÚɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÚÔÈÓÓ-minded 

authority figures, a view formed in part by his experience in his high school art class . As Geisel 

recounts the story: 

Our model that day was a milk bottle containing few scraggly late autumn 

daisies. I was having a real bad time trying to capture the beauty of this setup 

and immortalize it with a hunk of charcoal in a sheet of paper. To add to my 

frustration, my teacher kept fluttering about them giving me hell for turning my 

drawing board around  and working on my picture ups ÐËÌɯ ËÖÞÕȭɯ Ɂ-ÖȮɯ

TheodorȮɂɯÚÏÌɯÚÈÐËȭɯɁ-ÖÛɯÜ×ÚÐËÌɯËÖÞÕȵɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÙÜÓÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàɯÈÙÛÐÚÛɯÔÜÚÛɯ

ÈÉÐËÌɯÉàȭɯ8ÖÜɯÞÐÓÓɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÚÜÊÊÌÌËɯÐÍɯàÖÜɯÉÙÌÈÒɯÛÏÌÔȭɂ7 

At the end of the hour Geisel transferred out of the class, and so ended his first and only 

encounter with formal art education (Morgan & Morgan 1995).  Traces of this experience can be 

ÏÌÈÙËɯÐÕɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÞÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÍɯɁàÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÎÌÛɯÐÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÚɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÞÐÓÓɯ

[ . . .] because it gets knocked out of you by the timÌɯàÖÜɯÎÙÖÞɯÜ×ɂɯȹɁ+ÖÎÐÊÈÓɯ(ÕÚÈÕÐÛàɯÖÍɯ#Ùȭɯ

2ÌÜÚÚɂɯ×ȭɯƙƜȮɯÈÚɯØÜÖÛÌËɯÐÕɯ-ÌÓɯƖƔƔƘȮɯ×ȭɯƕƖƗȺȭɯ 

2ÌÜÚÚɀÚɯÊÏÐÓËɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÔÖËÌÓÌËɯÈɯÚÛÙÈÛÌÎàɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÐÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÝÌɯÍÙÌÌɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛɯ

by keeping it hidden from adults (Lurie 1990). For example, in  And to Think That I Saw It All on 

Mulberry Street, Marco, the child protagonist, uses his imagination to turn a simple horse and 

buggy into a magnificent parade. But Marco then conceals this fantasy from his father, who had 

previously admonished him ÛÖɯɁÚÛÖ×ɯÛÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÚÜÊÏɯÖÜÛÓÈÕËÐÚÏɯÛÈÓÌÚȭɂ  

(ÔÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÍÙÌØÜÌÕÛÓàɯáÈÕàɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯ×ÓÈàɯÛÏÌɯÙÖÓÌɯÖÍɯÍÌÓÐÊÐÛÈÛÖÙɯÐÕɯ2ÌÜÚÚɀÚɯÞÖÙÒȮɯ

bringing happiness to those around them. As Nel (2004, p. 123) writes: 

The Cat in the Hat, Sam-I-am, and the narrator of On Beyond Zebra! are all 

characters who use the imÈÎÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÊÙÌÈÛÌɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàȱɯSo, instead of 

remaining secure behind social or linguistic norms, these characters encouraged 

us to explore what happens when we break the rules. In so doing, Harold Hill 

brings joy into River City, the Cat brings excitement into a dull suburban home, 

and Sam-I-Am invites us to taste the unexpected. 

Seuss also noted the way imaginative creativity is an intrinsically rewarding activity. For 

example, while Marco never told hi s father about his imaginative reverie, the creative process 

left Marco energized and full of joy:  

(ɯÚÞÜÕÎɯȿÙÖÜÕËɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÙÕÌÙ 

And dashed through the gate, 

I ran up the steps 

And I felt simply GREAT!  

                                                
7 Morgan and Moran (1995), p. 21. 
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No one would deny that creative expression can often feel good, but so can any number of 

ÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÕÌÛÏÌÓÌÚÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÕÎɯÙÜÕɯËÌÓÌÛÌÙÐÖÜÚɯÛÖɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȭɯ$ÝÌÕɯÐÍɯÖÕÌɯÈÊÊÌ×ÛÚɯ

the premise that at least some of those one half billion Dr. Seuss books influenced children to 

value and participate in imag inative creativity, does this increase in creative behavior make Dr. 

Seuss a felicitator? What does the scientific research have to say on the subject of imagination, 

creativity and happiness? 

There is a significant body of literature showing that ɬ contrary to the stereotype of the 

brooding artist ɬ being happy increases creativity (Argyle 2001, Davis 2009, Gasper 2004). 

Happiness boosts creativity primarily because positive moods increase mental arousal 

(Filipowitz 2006), and also because happy people are ɁÔÖÙÌɯÙÌÓÈßÌËɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÌɯÖ×ÌÕɯÛÖɯÕÌÞɯ

experiences; therefore, they can make more diverse associations, generate more ideas as the 

ÛÏÖÜÎÏÛÚɯÍÓÖÞɯÍÙÌÌÓàɯÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÛÙÈÐÕÛɂɯȹ/ÈÕÕÌÓÓÚɯȫɯ"ÓÈßÛÖÕɯƖƔƔƜȮɯ×ȭɯƛƕȺȭɯ-ÖÕÌÛÏÌÓÌÚÚȮɯÛÞÖɯ

caveats are in order. First, positive moods help people generate new ideas, but negative moods 

can actually be more helpful in evaluating the merit of those ideas (Davis 2009). Furthermore, 

there can be too much of a good thing, and as people reach the very highest possible levels of 

happiness creativity diminishes (Davis 2009). 

Cohen-Meitar, Carmeli and Waldman (2009) provide findings which suggest a virtuous 

circle may exist for creativity and happiness in the workplace  (see Figure 2 below). This study 

revealed that employees who found t heir work to be meaningful (i.e. personally important to 

them in some larger intrinsic sense) identified more strongly with the organizations which 

employed them, and also felt happier at work. Furthermore, employee happiness was 

associated with increased productive creativity at work, ÈÚɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÌÌÚɀɯÚÜ×ÌÙÝÐÚÖÙ. 

2ÐÕÊÌɯ ÚÜ×ÌÙÝÐÚÖÙÚɯ ÜÚÜÈÓÓàɯ ÊÖÕÝÌàɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÌÔ×ÓÖàÌÌÚɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÏÖÚÌɯ ÌÔ×ÓÖàÌÌÚȮɯ ÐÛɀÚɯ

reasonable to assume that employees whose supervisors believe them to be highly creative and 

productive should on average come to see themselves as relatively more successful at work. 

Other research has shown that feeling successful at work is strongly linked to happiness (Warr 

1999). Combined, these findings suggest a positive feedback loop whereby employees who 

experience work as a meaningful and happy activity become more creative in productive ways, 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÐÕɯÛÜÙÕɯÕÖÛÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÜ×ÌÙÝÐÚÖÙÚȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÜÚɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÌÌÚɀɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ

their own professional success, which finally produces y et more happiness for those 

employees.  

 

 

Figure 2: Employee Creativity and Happiness  
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In contrast to the robust literature on the effect of happiness on creativity, there are relatively 

ÍÌÞɯÚÛÜËÐÌÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÖÖÒɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÖÍɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÐÛàɯÖÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕȮɯÖÙɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɀȮɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȭɯ

Nonetheless, what data do exist support the claim that encouraging creativity and self -

expression also encourages personal happiness and has positive spillover effects for society at 

large.  

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) documents in detail the role creativity plays in flow and optimal 

experience. At the other end of th e emotional spectrum, Grieves (2009) conducted a controlled 

experiment with patients suffering from clinical depression, and found that increased creative 

activity was therapeutic and led to decreased depression.  

A recent study by Georgellis, Tsitsainis, and Yin (2009) shows that, across Europe, valuing 

creativity is positively correlated with happiness. This study analyzed data from the European 

Social Survey (2002 & 2004). Respondents were asked how important it was for them to (a) 

think of new ideas and  be creative; (b) be rich and own expensive things; (c) show abilities and 

be admired; (d) seek respect from others; (e) help people; and (f) follow traditions and customs. 

The answer most consistently and positively associated with happiness was the impor tance of 

thinking of new ideas and being creative.  

Creativity is also linked to happiness at the community level. Di Giacinto, Ferrante, and 

5ÐÚÛÖÊÊÖɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÈÊÊÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÌɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛÚɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÈɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÖÕɯ

ÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɂɯȹƖƔƔƛȮɯ×ȭ 1). 2×ÌÊÐÍÐÊÈÓÓàȮɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÛÜËàɯÜÚÌËɯ%ÓÖÙÐËÈɀÚɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÐÛàɯÐÕËÌßɯȹ%ÓÖÙÐËÈɯȫɯ

Tinaglia 2005) to assess the creative output, embrace of diversity, and tolerance for individual 

eccentricity, for various geographic regions in Italy. After controlling for income and o ther 

ËÌÔÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊɯÍÈÊÛÖÙÚȮɯÛÏÌàɯÍÖÜÕËɯÈɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÝÐÛàɯÐÕËÌßȮɯ

and the happiness of the people who live there. Shifting our focus from geographic 

communities to organizations, similar results were obtained by Rasulzada and Dackert (2009), 

who found that fostering a creative organizational climate leads to higher levels of perceived 

creativity and innovation by employees, which in turn leads to greater happiness, enthusiasm 

and optimism amongst those employees.  

 

4. Conspicuous consumption, materialism and social e xclusion  

As a child growing up in Springfield Massachusetts during World War I, Ted Geisel was pelted 

with coal by other schoolchildren because of his German heritage. He recalled in an interview 

how, prior to WWI, his German- ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÝÌÚɯɁËÐËɯÎÌÛɯÐÕÛÖɯÚÖÔÌɯÊÓÜÉÚɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÌɯ$ÓÒÚȮɯÈÕËɯ

they took us kids to Elks clam bakes where we ate lobsters and Quahog clams and corn-on-the-

cob and our fathers drank beer until our mothers made them stop and we all came home on the 

ÛÙÖÓÓÌàɯÊÈÙɯÚÐÕÎÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÞÐÓËÓàɯÏÈ××àɂɯȹ,ÖÙÎÈÕɯȫɯ,ÖÙÎÈÕɯƕƝƝƙȮɯ×ȭɯƕƜȺȭɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÖËɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɯ

ÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÊÏÐÓËÏÖÖËɯ&ÌÙÔÈÕ-American ethnic community and the majority population 

of his home town ended when America entered WWI. Later, as a freshman at Dartmouth he 

would have a similar experience of social exclusion as he was not invited to join any of the 

fraternities, this time not because of his German heritage but because of a false rumor that he 

was Jewish. Thus, in a plot twist worthy of one  of his own books, Geisel, a third-generation 

American and Christian from birth, managed to suffer both from anti -German bigotry and anti -

Semitism. In interviews Geisel would cite these experiences when explaining the origins of his 

story The Sneetches, a parable about the hoity -toity Star-Belly Sneetches and their hoi polloi 

brethren the Plain-Belly Sneetches.  ÕËɯÐÛɀÚɯÌÈÚàɯÛÖɯÏÌÈÙɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÌßÊÓÜËÌËɯ

from the clam bakes as a child and later from Dartmouth fraternities in verses from The 

Sneetches (1961) like: 

But, because they had stars, all the Star-Belly Sneetches  
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6ÖÜÓËɯÉÙÈÎȮɯɁ6ÌɀÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÚÛɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯ2ÕÌÌÛÊÏɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÈÊÏÌÚȭɂ 

6ÐÛÏɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÕÖÖÛÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÐÙȮɯÛÏÌàɯÞÖÜÓËɯÚÕÐÍÍɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɀËɯÚÕÖÙÛ 

Ɂ6ÌɀÓÓɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ/ÓÈÐÕ-Belly soÙÛȵɂ 

And whenever they met some, when they were out walking,  

3ÏÌàɀËɯÏÐÒÌɯÖÕɯ×ÈÚÛɯÛÏÌÔɯÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÛÈÓÒÐÕÎ... 

When the Star-Belly Sneetches had frankfurter roasts 

Or picnics or parties or marshmallow toasts,  

They never invited the Plain -Belly Sneetches. 

They left them out cold, in the dark of the beaches. 

They kept them away. Never let them come near. 

 ÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌàɯÛÙÌÈÛÌËɯÛÏÌÔɯàÌÈÙɯÈÍÛÌÙɯàÌÈÙȭ 

The Sneetches began as a short illustrated poem published in Redbook magazine in 1953, which 

satirized racial, religious or ethnic prejudice and animosity. But when Dr. Seuss expanded the 

1953 poem to create the illustrated story The Sneetches (1961), the topic also shifted toward class -

based prejudice and the role of luxury goods as status markers. The 1953 and 1961 versions 

start out much the same, but the 1961 version departs from the earlier poem when a pitchman 

named Sylvester McMonkey McBean arrives on the scene. McBean unpacks an enormous 

contraption ɬ a Star-On Machine ɬ which prints stars on the Plain -!ÌÓÓàɀÚɯÉÌÓÓÐÌÚɯÛÖɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌÔɯ

indistinguishable from Star -Belly Sneetches (see Figure 3 below). McBean sells trips through the 

Star-On Machine to the Plain-Belly SnÌÌÛÊÏÌÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÜàɯÈÕɯÜ×ÎÙÈËÌɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ

ÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÍÐÛɯÞÌÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÚÈÛÐÙÌɯÖÍɯÉÐÎÖÛÙàɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÙÈÊÌɯÖÙɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÕȰɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɯÍÐÛÚɯØÜÐÛÌɯ

well as a metaphor for class-based bigotry and the role of conspicuous consumption in 

facilitating  class snobbery.  

 

Figure 3: McBean and his Star -On Machine  
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The Sneetches presents a succinct illustration of the ȿtrickle -downɀ (Simmel 1904, Veblen 1899), 

a.k.a. ȿchase and flightɀ (McCracken 1985) theory of fashion, according to which fashion items 

such as designer brands are used by elites to mark their superior status and differentiate them 

from the rest of us. These same fashion brands then become attractive to wannabe elites who 

seek to emulate the fashion leaders and perhaps even join the elite group. Since the whole value 

of the status brand to the elites was that it distinguished them from the non -elites, once the 

brand becomes too popular with non -elites it loses its value to the original elite group. As Dr. 

Seuss would put ÐÛȮɯɁÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌÕɯÖÕȮɯÈÚɯàÖÜɀÝÌɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÎÜÌÚÚÌËȭɯ3ÏÐÕÎÚɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÎÖÛɯÐÕÛÖɯÈɯÏÖÙÙÐÉÓÌɯ

ÔÌÚÚɂɯȹƕƝƚƕȮɯ×ȭɯƕƝȺȭ The elites drop the now passé status symbol, and opt for a new brand or 

style. Eventually, the non -elites catch on to the fact that the elites have abandoned their former 

status marker, and the fashion cycle keeps relentlessly chugging along.  

Lest the role of fashion in this whole process of elitism and exclusion be missed by the 

reader, Dr. Seuss spells it out quite explicitly. Once the Plain -Belly Sneetches acquire stars, the 

Star-Belly Sneetches become furious that the riffraff now have their status markers. McBean, it 

turns out, also has a solution to the Star-!ÌÓÓàɀÚɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔȭɯɁ!ÌÓÓàɯÚÛÈÙÚɯÈÙÌɯÕÖ longer in 

ÚÛàÓÌɂɯÚÈàÚɯ,Ê!ÌÈÕɯɁÞÏÈÛɯàÖÜɯÕÌÌËɯÐÚɯÈɯÛÙÐ×ɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÔàɯ2ÛÈÙ-.ÍÍɯ,ÈÊÏÐÕÌɂȵɯ ÚɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÖÒɯ

continues, McBean whips both groups into a fashion-fueled status symbol-buying frenzy:  

All the rest of that day, on those wild screaming beaches, 

The Fix-it -Up Chappie kept fixing up Sneetches. 

Off again! On again! 

In again! Out again! 

Through the machines they raced round and about again, 

Changing their stars every minute or two.  

They kept paying money. They kept running through.  

In the story, this continues unÛÐÓɯɁÌÝÌÙàɯÓÈÚÛɯÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÔÖÕÌàɀÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÚ×ÌÕÛȭɂ For many, this 

fate is hardly fictitious, as conspicuous status consumption has been linked to problematic 

consumer debt (Lea, Webley, &  Walker 1995), and the compulsive consumption which can lead 

to that ËÌÉÛɯȹ#ɀ ÚÛÖÜÚȮɯ,ÈÓÛÈÐÚɯ& Roberge 1990).  

Since The Sneetches was published several developments have dramatically expanded the 

percentage of the ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯɁÙÜÕÕÐÕÎɯÙÖÜÕËɯÈÕËɯÙÖÜÕË-ÉÖÜÛɯÈÎÈÐÕɂɯÐÕ this status game 

(Patrick & Hagtvedt 2009). First, the development of designer labels made it easier for non-

elites to play the game. Previously, in order to play one needed to devote enough time and 

ÌÕÌÙÎàɯ ÛÖɯ ËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÐÕÎɯ Èɯ ÊÖÕÕÖÐÚÚÌÜÙɀÚɯ ÌàÌɯÍÖÙɯÍÈÚÏÐÖÕɯ ÈÕËɯ ÓÜßÜÙàɯ ÎÖÖËÚȮɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ ÖÕÌɯ ÊÖÜÓËɯ

distinguish what was hot from  what was not, based on the aesthetic properties of the object in 

question. Visible designer labels have made the process of identifying status goods much 

simpler and hence made the status game accessible to a much larger audience. This change 

corresponded to the development of what people in the luxury goods business call ȿÈÊÊÌÚÚÐÉÓÌɯ

ÓÜßÜÙÐÌÚȭɀ These are products like a $150 Gucci keychain, which while much more expensive 

than comparable non-designer products, are still priced low enough to be affordable t o a highly 

motivated middle -class consumer. The combination of visible labels and accessibly priced 

products has led to the spread of this status game to the mass public.  

The image of the Sneetches getting stars popped onto and off of their bodies is readily 

translatable into designer logos on clothing. But this competitive consumption status system 

extends far beyond designer clothes. The car one drives, beverages one drinks (from wine and 

liquor, the beverage status game has spread to beer, coffee, tea and even bottled water), the 

home one lives in, golf clubs (both the kind one plays with and the kind one plays at), etc., are 

all common consumption domains where this status competition takes place. Nor are tangible 
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products inherently more status oriente d than services or experiences. For example, the ad for 

ÝÈÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÙÈÝÌÓɯÐÚɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÔÐÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÖÙÛɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɯÏÈÝÌÕɀÛɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÖɯàÌÛɯȹÈÕËɯÈÙÌɯÏÌÕÊÌɯ

dreaming about) allows you to score more status points than does going to a resort which is 

more common (note the double meaning of ȿcommonɀ as frequent but therefore inherently not 

elite).  

Seeing this status competition as a ȿgameɀ is a useful metaphor. In the Sneetches story, the 

game was primarily a team sport (the Plain -Belly vs the Star-Belly), but i n real life the game has 

qualities both of a team and of an individual competition. It is perhaps unsurprising that if 

ÎÐÝÌÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯËÙÜÛÏÌÙÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÓÐÛÌÚɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÌÝÌÕɯ×ÓÈàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÓÌÈÎÜÌɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÚÚÌÚɯɬ 

ÈÕËɯÚÖɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛȭɯ3ÏÌɯÍÈÚÏÐÖÕ-based status symbol game has developed what I call three 

ȿleaguesɀ ɬ which I will dub the ȿCɀ league, ȿBɀ league, and ȿAɀ league ɬ hierarchically organized 

of course! The C league is the most widely accessible and therefore least elite. It is a hallmark of 

low sophistication consumers who play in the C league that, by and large, they do not even 

know that the other two leagu es exist. C league players compete by purchasing major designer 

label products with visible designer logos (Han, Nunes & Drèze 2010). The bigger the product 

and the bigger the logo, the more it costs and hence the more ȿpointsɀ a consumer scores for 

displaying it. Therefore, winning in the C league is largely just a function of how much money 

one spends. Or at least, this used to be the case before ȿcheatingɀ (buying counterfeits) became 

an easily accessible option. The FBI calls ÊÖÜÕÛÌÙÍÌÐÛÐÕÎɯɁÛÏÌɯÊÙÐÔÌɯÖf the 21st ÊÌÕÛÜÙàɂɯȹ"ÏÖÞɯ

2003, p. 9) because counterfeiting designer luxury goods is a business of staggering proportions 

(Gistri, Romani, Pace & Ahuvia 2010). 

Counterfeiting is less of an issue in the B league, and hardly occurs in the A league at all. 

This is because counterfeiters rarely find it profitable to create imitation versions of the 

products favored in these higher leagues. The B league competes mainly through the use of the 

same designer brands purchased by participants in the C league, but B leaguers prefer products 

within those brands which have less conspicuous or even non-visible designer logos (Han, 

Nunes & Dr èze 2010). Thus success in this league requires more knowledge of the designer 

product lines and of fashion trends, than does success in the C league. Participants in the B 

league generally have higher incomes and are more broadly immersed in the world of fashion 

than are C league competitors. 

The A league is a small group of generally quite wealthy people who live in culturally elite 

cities such as New York, London, Milan or Paris; and fancy themselves as not only the 

economic elite but the cultural avant -garde. They typically reject the well -known designer 

labels altogether, and prefer lesser known small-production designers. If brands move between 

leagues, the typical pattern is for them to start in the A league and then gradually move down 

market, where the possibility of much greater sales volume allows for higher profits. In some 

cases though, such as Coach handbags, brands may start out as mass market brands and then 

move up into the B league.  

 

5. Happiness, Money and Status Games 

.ÕÌɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÙÌÈÚÖÕÈÉÓàɯÈÚÒȮɯÞÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÙÖÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÓÈàÐÕÎɯÛÏÐÚɯparticular game? All competitive 

ÎÈÔÌÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÞÐÕÕÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÓÖÚÌÙÚȰɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÛÏÌÔɯÍÜÕȭɯ"ÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÖÕÌɯÈÙÎÜÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ȿÛÏÐÚɯ ÐÚɯ Èɯ ÍÜÕɯ ÎÈÔÌɯ ÈÕËɯ ÍÜÕɯ ÎÈÔÌÚɯ ÔÈÒÌɯ ÜÚɯ ÏÈ××àɀȳɯ "ÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯ ÔÈÕàɯ ×ÖÚÛÔÖËÌÙÕÐÚÛɯ

ȿliberationistɀ thinkers would argue along those line s (Campbell 1991, p. 62-63). Furthermore, 

people need to form a coherent sense of identity to be happy (Ahuvia 2005, Burroughs & 

Rindfleisch 2002). The products we choose are an important part of this identity creation 
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process (Ahuvia 2005, Ahuvia et al. 2ƔƔƝȮɯ!ÌÓÒɯƕƝƜƜȺȭɯ2ÖȮɯÈÚɯ3ÞÐÛÊÏÌÓÓɯȹƕƝƝƝȺɯÈÙÎÜÌÚȮɯÚÏÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯ

we just get over it and let people enjoy their status games? 

It would be foolish to deny the importance of creating a coherent sense of personal identity, 

or to deny that shopping for, buying and u sing all sorts of stuff can be fun. But research shows 

that there are different ways of relating to money and consumption, different ways of creating 

a sense of identity, and different ways of having fun, some of which produce longer lasting 

happiness than others. And unfortunately for avid players of the remarkably popular status 

game satirized in The Sneetches, the data on happiness recommend other hobbies.  

Nonetheless, before exploring the research in greater detail, I should caution against two 

common prejudices that can lead people to draw incorrect inferences. The first of these 

prejudices stems from gender stereotypes. The word ȿfashionɀ refers specifically to clothing and 

accessories, but it also refers to a much wider phenomenon where all kinds of things go in and 

out of style; e.g. cars, furniture, music, food, architecture, the arts, political beliefs, academic 

theories, investment strategies. Because designer clothing and accessories provide such handy 

illustrative examples of status -driven fashi ons, many people incorrectly equate conspicuous 

consumption with the purchase of these particular goods. And since designer brands are more 

popular with women than with men (although interest by men is increasing), this misleads 

some people to think of conspicuous consumption as a particularly female problem. But there 

are plenty of publicly visible consumer goods, such as cars, through which even the least 

metrosexual male can conspicuously display his status. 

The second prejudice is intellectual and/or counter-cultural snobbery. Although 

intellectuals love to poke fun at the status games where money is used to score points, wealth is 

just one ȿfieldɀ on which this game is played (Bourdieu 1984). Academics score points in the 

ȿ(ɀÔɯÚÔÈÙÛÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯàÖÜɀ competition through their publications. Cultural elites score points in 

the ȿÞÏÖɀÚɯÔÖÙÌɯÚÖ×ÏÐÚÛÐÊÈÛÌËɀ contest through having ȿbetterɀ taste in food, wine, art, music, 

etc.8 Tattoos are perhaps the most direct analogy to the belly stars, and tattoos were widely 

used to score points in the ȿ(ɀÔɯÊÖÖÓÌÙɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÌÙ-culture than you areɀ competition 

between about 1990 ɬ 2005, when they finally became so mainstream that they went out of 

style. Most of this article will focus on luxury goods as conventional status symbols in part 

because they fit with the Sneetches story, and in part because they are by far the most widely 

researched. But I would stress that many of the psychological problems associated with 

materialistic  status consumption may well apply to these other status games as well.  

 

5.1 Sneetchie behavior is an aspect of materialism 

As discussed above, it was easy for Dr. Seuss to transform his story, originally about racism 

and anti -Semitism, into a story about the folly of fashion, conspicuous consumption and 

materialism. This is because these phenomena are more closely linked than one might first 

think. When a privileged status is assigned (or denied) based on groups one is born into, we 

call this racism, etc.; but when a similar status claim is made through the things money can 

buy, we call it materialism. In fact, Roets, Hiel and Cornelis (2006) have found that materialism 

is one of the primary psychological predictors of racist attitudes, thus suggesting tha t there is 

an underlying psychological connection between these two mechanisms for assigning ingroups 

and outgroups.  

In The Sneetches, Dr. Seuss focuses on how materialism, through the purchase of status 

symbols, is used to shape relationships between people (or Sneetches, as the case may be). In 

                                                
8 2ÌÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÕɯȿÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÊÈ×ÐÛÈÓɀɯÍÖÙɯÔÜÊÏɯÔÖÙÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÖ×ÐÊȭ 
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particular, the materialistic use of status symbols is embedded in competitive and antagonistic 

social relationships. Research confirms this connection, finding that materialistic people tend to 

view their social r elationships in competitive and hierarchical ways (Christopher et al. 2005). 

For example, materialistic people are more likely to compare their incomes to their co -ÞÖÙÒÌÙÚɀɯ

(Clark & Senik 2010), value power over others more than a benevolent concern for others 

(Richins 2004), and value purchases that allow them to gain social status rather than those 

purchases that facilitate warm relationships with others (Richins 1994, 2004). As Kasser (2008, 

×ȭɯƕƛƚȺɯ×ÜÛɯÐÛȮɯÈÕɯÖÙÐÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯɁÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓÐÚÛÐÊɯÎÖÈÓÚɯÐÚɯassociated with being less agreeable 

and empathic, and with being more Machiavellian, socially dominant, and competitive (vs. 

ÊÖÖ×ÌÙÈÛÐÝÌȺɯÐÕɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯËÐÓÌÔÔÈɯÎÈÔÌÚȭɂɯ"ÓÈßÛÖÕȮɯ,ÜÙÙÈàɯÈÕËɯ)ÈÕËÈɯȹƕƝƝƙȺɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯ

×ÈÛÛÌÙÕÚɯÈ××ÓÐÌËɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÏÖÔÌɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÚɯÞÌll, as materialists were disproportionately likely to 

have ȿcoolɀ rather than ȿwarmɀ marital relationships (see also Kasser & Ryan 2001). Similarly, 

!ÜÙÙÖÜÎÏÚɯÈÕËɯ1ÐÕËÍÓÌÐÚÊÏɯȹƖƔƔƖȮɯ×ȭɯƗƚƙȺɯÊÖÕÊÓÜËÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓÐÚÛÚɯÚÌÌÒɯɁÔÈÚÛÌÙàɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯ

over others. Thus, materialistic individuals appear to be not only hedonistic pleasure seekers 

but also power-ÏÜÕÎÙàɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÚÌÌÒÌÙÚȭɂɯ(ÕɯÚÜÔȮɯÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓÐÚÔɯÐÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÓÌÚÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯ

excessive focus on material objects, than it is about using money and the things it can buy to 

gain power over, or win status competitions against, other people. Since having warm and 

positive social relationships has been shown to be such an important predictor of happiness 

(Myers 1999), this competitive interpersonal orientation may be  one reason why materialism is 

so frequently associated with unhappiness. 

 

5.2 Materialism is linked to unhappiness 

In The Sneetches, #Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚɀÚɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÐÚÔɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌÓÐÛÌɯ2ÛÈÙɯ!ÌÓÓÐÌÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÕÖÉÉÌÙàɯÈÕËɯ

exclusionary social practices caused harm to the Plain Bellies. In this respect, his book 

understates quite significantly the problems associated with the behavior Dr. Seuss satirizes. It 

ÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ/ÓÈÐÕɯ!ÌÓÓàɯ2ÕÌÌÛÊÏÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÏÈÙÔÌËɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌàɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÎÖɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÙɯ!ÌÓÓàɀÚɯ

frankfurter  roasts. Rather, the socially competitive frame of mind that underlies why the 

2ÕÌÌÛÊÏÌÚɯɁÒÌ×Ûɯ×ÈàÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÔÖÕÌàɂɯÈÕËɯɁÒÌ×ÛɯÙÜÕÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɂɯ,Ê!ÌÈÕɀÚɯ2ÛÈÙɯ.ÕɯÈÕËɯ2ÛÈÙɯ

Off machines, is itself the source of unhappiness and other psychological problems. These 

problems would afflict the Star Bellies and the Plain Bellies alike.  

One of the first scientific scales to measure materialism came from Belk (1985), who saw 

materialism as consisting of three parts: envy, non-generosity, and possessiveness. Using these 

measures, highly materialistic people were shown to be less happy in life, and less prone to 

helping others, when compared with less materialistic people (Belk 1985). Later, Richins and 

Dawson (1992) developed a materialism scale which defined materialists as people who (a) 

ÉÌÓÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÑÜËÎÌËɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÐÖÕÚȮɯ

(b) that possessions are needed for happiness, and (c) for whom possessions play a central role 

in their life. Although Richins and Dawson's s cale conceptualizes materialism somewhat 

differently from Belk (1985), materialists have fared no better in research using this scale. 

Roberts and Clement (2007) found that when materialism was measured in this way, it was 

associated with lower overall lif e satisfaction as well as lower satisfaction with family, friends, 

ÚÌÓÍȮɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÚÐËÌÕÊÌȮɯÏÌÈÓÛÏȮɯÍÜÕɯÈÕËɯÌÕÑÖàÔÌÕÛȮɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÍÐÕÈÕÊÐÈÓɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÈÕËɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÑÖÉȭɯ

Similar finding s are quite common (e.g. Nickerson et al. 2003, Ryan & Dziurawiec 2001, 

Swinyard et al. 2001, Wright & Larsen 1993). 

The third major theory of materialism comes from Kasser (Kasser 2002; Kasser et al. 2002, 

c.f. Emmons 1996, Stutzer 2004), and is an extension of self-determination theory. Kasser sees 

materialism as a particular instance of a larger personal value system which prioritizes 
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ȿextrinsicɀ over ȿintrinsicɀ life goals. Extrinsic goals include financial success, attractive 

È××ÌÈÙÈÕÊÌȮɯÈÕËɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙÐÛàȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÎÖÈÓÚɯÈÙÌɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿÌßÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɀ ÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌàɯɁÍÖÊÜÚɯÖÕɯ

ÌßÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÙÌÞÈÙËÚȮɯ×ÙÈÐÚÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɂɯȹ2ÏÌÓËÖÕɯ& Kasser 2008, p. 37). On the 

other hand, intrinsic goals include the desires for self -acceptance and personal growth, 

affiliation with others, and making a contri ÉÜÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÙÎÌÙɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯ×ÜÙÚÜÐÛÚɯɁÈÙÌɯ

typically inherently rewarding and ...tend to satisfy innate psychological needs such as 

autonomy, competence, and relatednÌÚÚɂɯ ȹ2ÏÌÓËÖÕɯȫɯ *ÈÚÚÌÙɯ ƖƔƔƜȮɯ×. 37). This theory of 

materialism links the desire f or wealth and conspicuous consumption to the psychologically -

related goals of physical attractiveness and social prestige. The interconnections between these 

ÌßÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɯÎÖÈÓÚɯÊÈÕɯÈÓÚÖɯÉÌɯÚÌÌÕɯÐÕɯ&ÌÐÚÌÓɀÚɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯThe Sneetches, in which social prestige i s 

linked both to the materialistic purchase of status goods, and, through his earlier cosmetics 

advertisement, to the fashion and beauty industries.  

Self-determination theory sees lasting happiness as dependent on prioritizing intrinsic over 

extrinsic lif e goals. This theory may be most easily understood through an analogy to what I 

call ȿpsychological nutrition. ɀ (ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÝÐÌÞȮɯÛÏÌɯÔÐÕËɯÏÈÚɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕɯȿ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÕÜÛÙÐÛÐÖÕɀɯÕÌÌËÚȮɯ

and intrinsic goals are those goals which, when met, fulfil  these psychological nutrition 

requirements. Lasting happiness, in this view, is not the result of any particular pleasant 

experience but rather an outcome of psychological health. Extrinsic goals such as gaining social 

prestige through conspicuous consumption are the equi valent of mental desserts ɬ attractive 

and momentarily pleasing, but lacking in psychological nutrition. Obtaining these mental 

desserts does not promote psychological health and hence does not create long-term happiness. 

In fairness to desserts, whether chocolate or metaphoric in nature, they can be fun and are 

ËÌ×ÌÕËÈÉÓàɯ×ÓÌÈÚÜÙÈÉÓÌȭɯ#ÌÚÚÌÙÛÚɯÈÙÌÕɀÛɯÐÕÏÌÙÌÕÛÓàɯÉÈËȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÍɯÛÏÌàɯ×ÓÈàɯÛÖÖɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÈɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ

ÓÐÍÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÈÕɯÊÈÜÚÌɯÙÌÈÓɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÖÍɯÔÌÌÛÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÕÌÌËÚȮɯÈÕɯÌßÊÌÚÚÐÝÌɯ

emphasis on extrinsic goals (psychological desserts) has been empirically associated ÞÐÛÏɯɁÈɯ

host of maladies including anxiety, depression, neurotic physical symptoms, unpleasant 

emotions, drug abuse, alcohol abuse, behavioral disorders, lower levels of self-actualization, 

ÓÌÚÚɯ ÝÐÛÈÓÐÛàȮɯ ÓÌÚÚɯ ÓÐÍÌɯ ÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯ ÈÕËɯ ÍÌÞÌÙɯ ×ÓÌÈÚÈÕÛɯ ÌÔÖÛÐÖÕÚɂɯ ȹ ÏÜÝÐÈɯ& Izberk-Bilgin  

forthcomingȺȭɯ%ÐÕÈÓÓàȮɯÈÚɯÐÍɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÞÌÙÌÕɀÛɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÓÖÖÒÐÕÎɯÉÈËɯÌÕÖÜÎÏɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÎÏÓàɯÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓÐÚÛÐÊɯ

×ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɯÐÛɯÛÜÙÕÚɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÌÕÑÖàɯÛÏÌÐÙɯËesserts as much as less materialistic people do. 

That is to say, as compared to people who are low in materialism, high materialists are less 

satisfied with the products they own in potentially status -signaling product categories, and 

experience more guilt from splurge purchases (Wang & Wallendorf 2006). 

Self-determination theory is quite different from the typical models of consumer decision -

making which assume people maximize their self -interest over the long run. These models hold 

that what makes a goal attractive is the fact that achieving that goal maximizes a person's long-

term wellbeing. In contrast, self -determination theory holds that a goal can be highly attractive 

and motivating, and yet achieving that goal would not provide long -term psychological 

ÞÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎȮɯ ÑÜÚÛɯ ÈÚɯ ÈÛÛÙÈÊÛÐÝÌɯ ÍÖÖËÚɯ ËÖÕɀÛɯ ÈÓÞÈàÚɯ ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯ ÓÖÕÎ-term physical wellbeing. 

Furthermore, in self -determination theory people rarely learn from this mistake and repeatedly 

chase after shiny extrinsic goals even though past achievements in these areas have not 

produced lasting happiness. Puzzling as this failure to learn from experience may sound, it is 

now a well documented aspect of human decision-making that we consistently mis -estimate 

how much lasting happiness or unhappiness future events i n our lives will bring us (Wilson & 

Gilbert 2003). And perhaps even more bizarrely, we seem to have a limitless appetite for 

repeating these mistakes (Ahuvia 2008).  
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5.3 Is materialism always linked to unhappiness, and why?  

There is quite compelling evid ence from a very large number of studies conducted with 

different populations around the world that materialism in general, and status consumption in 

particular, are usually linked with unhappiness and a range of other problems. However, there 

is still leg itimate debate based on conflicting evidence as to whether there are important 

exceptions to this general rule. And these possible exceptions are based on reasons materialism 

would, or would not, be linked to unhappiness.  

Although high income aspirations ( i.e. wanting more money) are certainly an aspect of 

materialism, and have been strongly linked to unhappiness (Johnson & Krueger 2006, Stutzer 

2004), these statements are generalizations which have been shown not to hold true in every 

case. Desiring more mÖÕÌàɯÚÖɯÈÚɯÛÖɯ×ÜÙÚÜÌɯÌßÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÓàɯÊÖÔ×ÌÛÐÛÐÝÌɯÎÖÈÓÚɯȹÌȭÎȭɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÕÌßÛɯ

trip through the Star On machine) is quite deleterious to happiness. But wanting money to 

pursue more prosocial intrinsic goals (e.g. supporting a social cause) or even to fulfill m uch 

more neutral personal responsibilities (e.g. saving for retirement) have been found to be 

unrelated to happiness (Carver & Baird 1998, Srivastava, Locke & Bartol 2001). 

One of the reasons materialism may be associated with unhappiness is that it leads people 

to compare their financial status to that of others. The more prone people are to make these 

financial comparisons, the less happy they tend to be, in part because people tend 

disproportionately to compare themselves to others who have more than the y do (Clark & 

Senik 2010). Interestingly, even upwards economic comparisons need not always lead to 

unhappiness. In some cases, people can be inspired by the successes of others, so seeing others 

who have been highly successful can lead to a sense of hope ÈÕËɯÖ×ÛÐÔÐÚÔɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯ

ÍÜÛÜÙÌȭɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌÚɯÛÖɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɀɯÎÖÖËɯÍÖÙÛÜÕÌɯÈÙÌȮɯÜÕÍÖÙÛÜÕÈÛÌÓàȮɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓÓàɯ

outweighed by negative, more competitive responses (Clark & Senik 2010). In any case, 

materialism has been shown to exacerbate the negative consequences of upward social 

comparison (Carver & Baird 1998). Lyubomirsky (2001, p. 242-243) finds the type of socially 

competitive orientation typical of materialists to be at the heart of what makes for an unhappy 

existence: 

Our research paints a portrait of unhappy individuals who are deflated rather 

ÛÏÈÕɯ ËÌÓÐÎÏÛÌËɯ ÈÉÖÜÛɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ×ÌÌÙÚɀɯ ÈÊÊÖÔ×ÓÐÚÏÔÌÕÛÚɯ ÈÕËɯ ÛÙÐÜÔ×ÏÚɯ ÈÕËɯ ÈÙÌɯ

ÙÌÓÐÌÝÌËɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯËÐÚÈ××ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÙɯÚàÔ×ÈÛÏÌÛÐÊɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÖÓÓÌÈÎÜÌÚɀɯ

ÈÕËɯ ÈÊØÜÈÐÕÛÈÕÊÌÚɀɯ ÍÈÐÓÜÙes and undoings... One striking finding was that 

unhappy students reported feeling happier and more self -confident when they 

had received a poor evaluation (but heard their peer receive an even worse one) 

than when they had received an excellent evaluation (but heard their peer 

receive an even better one). Happy students, by contrast, did not show this 

pattern of sensitive responding to comparisons with peers . 

Nonetheless, it still follows that the richer you are the more likely you are to feel good about 

the economic comparisons you make. And indeed, some studies have found that materialism is 

not associated with unhappiness among very high income individuals (La Barbera & Gerhan 

1997, Nickerson et al. 2003). However, other studies have found positive correlations between 

materialism and unhappiness even among affluent individuals (Stutzer 2004). These conflicting 

findings have yet to be reconciled. 

Materialism has also been shown to create unhappiness because materialistic aspirations 

can conflict with othe r more community -focused aspirations based on religious and/or family 

values, thus causing psychological stress. However, among people devoid of family values or 
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ÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȮɯÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓÐÚÛÐÊɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÊÈÜÚÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÕÈÓɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÛÌÕÚÐÖÕɯ

and are hence not associated with unhappiness (Burroughs & Rindfleisch 2002). While this may 

be good news for those materialists freed from a troubled conscience by having no conscience, 

it hardly represents a recommendable strategy for achieving happiness on a societal scale. 

 

6. Conclusion  

This paper has made the argument for Dr. Seuss as a felicitator. Beyond the obvious pleasure 

his books brought to children and parents alike, his work championed the importance of 

imagination, creativity, and not just to lerance, but inclusion and the enthusiastic appreciation 

of difference. While this paper has explored some of his criticisms of consumer society, it 

ÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯÞÖÙÒɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯȿÍÓÈÔÐÕÎɯÔÖËÌÙÈÛÌɀɯÖÕɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÐÚÚÜÌÚȭɯ(ÕɯThe 

Grinch Who Stole Christmas, he attacked the way consumption in a commercialized Christmas 

can supplant the more nourishing and nurturing pleasures he remembered from his youth. But 

in the end of the story, once the Grinch sees the deeper values and experiences underlying the 

holiday, Christmas goes ahead with both singing and gifts. In The Lorax Dr. Seuss sounded an 

alarm about the ecologically destructive effects some forms of commercial production can have. 

But Seuss loved creativity, and he knew that creativity often  involved creating things. So his 

books also contained fabulous cars, colorful costumes and splendid palaces. Yes, he pointed out 

the folly of the Sneetches, but it was the fact that the Plain-!ÌÓÓÐÌÚɯÞÌÙÌÕɀÛɯÐÕÝÐÛÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

frankfurter roasts, not the fact  that people like frankfurters, that he inveighed against. Ever the 

Ö×ÛÐÔÐÚÛȮɯÈÍÛÌÙɯɁÌÝÌÙàɯÓÈÚÛɯÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÔÖÕÌàɀÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÚ×ÌÕÛɂɯÖÕɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯÚàÔÉÖÓÚȮɯ#Ùȭɯ2ÌÜÚÚɯÏÈÚɯ

the now-destitute Sneetches finally see the folly of their ways. 

That the Sneetches got really quite smart on that day,  

The day they decided that Sneetches are Sneetches 

And no kind of Sneetch is the best on the beaches. 

That day, all the Sneetches forgot about stars 

And whether they had one, or not, upon thars.  

Surely, this is felicitous advice for us all. 
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Manipulating h appiness: Maria Montessori  
 

Robert Biswas-Diener  

 

 
Abstract: Maria Montessori is best known for her legacy as an educator. She is the founder of a 

system of schools that has achieved worldwide success. Instrumental to her teaching method is 

the idea of fostering engagement by offering children individual choice and harnessing intrinsic 

motivation. For this reason, she is nominated as a noteworthy felicitator or happiness -enabler. In 

ÛÏÐÚɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌȮɯ(ɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÓÐÍÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐÚɯÖÕɯÏÌÙɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯ×ÏÐÓÖÚÖ×ÏàɯÈÕËɯ

methods. I briefly discuss psychological research as it relates to choice-related topics such as 

perceived personal control and autonomy. I also discuss some limitations of choice as an avenue 

toward happiness.  

 

Keywords:  Montessori, education, happiness, subjective wellbeing, subjective well -being, self-

determination theory  

 

 

1. Introduction   

Imagine yourself in a different job from the one you currently h ave. Instead of going into 

computers, or social sciences, or marketing, or whatever your current profession is you instead 

chose to go into a field that flies in the face of all convention. Bullfighting, perhaps. Picture 

what it would be like as a newly mi nted college graduate to tell your parents that you were 

going to become a bullfighter. Imagine the humored and horrified reactions of your friends, the 

difficulties in finding a good bullfight school, and the hardship in acquiring funding to learn 

your new art. Entering a non-traditional profession is nothing short of courageous, and 

certainly also calls upon strengths such as perseverance, tolerance and patience. Think of the 

type of person who has the sense of adventure, spirit of single-minded purpose and willingness 

to undertake hardship that would enter such a non -traditional profession as bullfighting. Maria 

Montessori, founder of the well -known Montessori system of schools, is exactly such a person. 

She may not have been a matador, but she chose an unusual profession in which she could 

reasonably expect a great deal of criticism: medicine. Montessori was a professional pioneer: 

the first woman in Italy to receive training and a degree in medicine. It was her experiences in 

schoolɭincluding the hostile  hallways of her medical academyɭthat gave Montessori the 

initial insights into pedagogy, learning styles and cognitive development that would later form 

the seeds of her famous curriculum embodied in Montessori schools. Due to the worldwide 

proliferation of this school system, the unique methods at the heart of the so-ÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɯ

,ÌÛÏÖËɀ, and the documented success of graduates of these schools, I nominate Maria 

Montessori as an important felicitator or happiness-enabler. 

I will present a brief overview of Montessori, the woman, as well as discuss her educational 

legacy. More crucially, however, I will focus on the intellectual heart of her pedagogy ɭfree 

will and the intrinsic desire to grow ɭand link these to interdisciplinary happiness research 

and the topic of happiness in general. 
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The legacy of Maria Montessori is far more than it might have been given the historical time 

in which she lived (1870-1952). As the first woman doctor in Italy she could have been confined 

easily to the annals of history as a landmark feminist. She could be noteworthy as a kind of 

medical Amelia Earhart; daring to tread where women had not gone earlier. If that had been 

ÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÓÖÕÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛȭɯ!ÜÛɯ

what makes the Maria Montessori story so special is that she turned her ambition toward 

others. Because of her personal experiences with educational hardship, Montessori dedicated 

herself to a lifetime of creating institutions that would help young people enjoy l earning and, 

ultimately, become happier, more fulfilled, adults. In this sense Montessori was a sort of factory 

ownerɭalthough she would likely have been appalled at the metaphor ɭand her great 

machines rolled out civic -minded, creative and happy young peop le. 

 

2. Research on Montessori schools 

If you are anything like me you are probably reluctant to believe stories about one school 

ÚàÚÛÌÔɯÖÙɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÎÐÊɯÚÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÌÝÌÙàÖÕÌɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÕÌÌËÚȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÐÕɯ

their desire and ability to look critically at educational policy and outcomes that professional 

education researchers differ from proud parents of schoolchildren. Montessori schools, like 

many educational systems, particularly those built around a charismatic leader, are often 

touted by the initiated as fresh, effective and beneficial in the long term. But these kinds of 

claims are commonly opinions and must be evaluated both systematically and scientifically. 

There is little question that Montessori was a pioneer, but can we really claim  that her schools 

are better than those created by other charismatic educators, or even better than traditional 

public schools? To get a better sense of the actual differences between Montessori schools and 

their counterparts we have to look beyond the teachers, who might be biased, and the parents, 

who are similarly invested. We have to turn to science. Fortunately, there is research on the 

effectiveness of Montessori programs. In one study of a Montessori school in Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin (USA), for example, Lillard and Else -Quest (2006) were interested in both the 

academic and social outcomes of Montessori education. To investigate these outcomes they 

examined children who had participated in a school lottery; approximately half of whom were 

randomly selected into the Montessori system and the other half ended up in other types of 

schools. By using the lottery as a means of selection the researchers were able to rule out the 

pesky problem that educational benefits might have more to do with the types of famil ies who 

enroll in Montessori schools rather than with the school itself.  The researchers found that the 

young children in the study ɭ5 year oldsɭshowed equal performance as their control group 

peers on some tests of cognitive ability, and superior performance on others, such as 

recognizing letters and words. The Montessori kids also outperformed their counterparts on 

social and behavioral measures, and were better able to solve hypothetical social problems 

through the use of fairly sophisticated reasoning, such as discussing principles of justice and 

fairness. These results were not confined to the youngest pupils. Stories written by the 

Montessori 12 year olds who participated in the study were similar to those created by children 

in the control group in te rms of spelling and grammar; however, they were judged as 

significantly more creative compared to the control 12 year olds. The real gains at the older age 

did not appear to be in academic prowess but in social ability. The Montessori 12 year olds 

were more likely to exhibit appropriate assertiveness and report feeling a stronger sense of 

community than kids in the control group. Lillard and Else -Quest conclude their study by 

pointing out that ɭat least in this single instanceɭthe performance of Montessori children is 

comparable to that of children in other schools or, in many cases, superior. 
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This conclusion dovetails with the least scientific study ever conducted of Montessori: I 

interviewed a single 4-year-ÖÓËɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɯÚÛÜËÌÕÛȮɯ$ÓÓÈȭɯ6ÏÌÕɯ(ɯÈÚÒÌËɯÏÌÙɯɁÞÏat makes you 

ÏÈ××àɯÈÛɯÚÊÏÖÖÓȳɂɯÚÏÌɯÈÕÚÞÌÙÌËȮɯɁ$ÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎȵɂɯ6ÏÌÕɯ(ɯ×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯÏÌÙɯÍÖÙɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÊÚɯÚÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯ

articulate a list of three happiness-producing aspects of her Montessori curriculum: playing, 

ÏÖÛɯÓÜÕÊÏȮɯÈÕËɯÞÖÙÒȭɯ3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÙÐÎÏÛȮɯÞÖÙÒȭɯɁ6ÖÙÒɂɯÐÚɯÛÏÌ name that the Montessori students and 

teachers give to a wide range of educational activities, from feeding and playing with 

classroom animals to washing dishes to manipulating shape and color blocks. One Montessori 

teacher I interview ed told me that usinÎɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯȿÞÖÙÒɀ to describe the childrenɀÚ activities 

lends a sense of dignity and importance to what they do, and set up kids for a lifetime of 

ÉÌÓÐÌÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÍÜÕȮɯÙÌÞÈÙËÐÕÎȮɯÈÕËɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓȭɯɁ ËÜÓÛÚȮɂɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙɯÛÖÓËɯÔÌȮɯ

ɁÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÖɯÔanipulate their environment while children tend to work to manipulate 

ÛÏÌÔÚÌÓÝÌÚȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÈɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛÈÓɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚȭɂɯ6ÏÌÕɯ(ɯÈÚÒÌËɯ$ÓÓÈɯÞÏÈÛȮɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÊÈÓÓàȮɯÚÏÌɯÌÕÑÖàÌËɯ

ÈÉÖÜÛɯɁÞÖÙÒɂɯÏÌÙɯÈÕÚÞÌÙɯÞÈÚɯÐÔÔÌËÐÈÛÌȮɯɁ(ɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÐÕÎȭɂ 

Either Ella is being fed some excellent propaganda or she is participating in a school system 

which fosters enjoyment alongside learning. Which begs the tough qu estion: Was Maria 

Montessori a happiness-enabler? Despite her many personal achievements we cannot simply 

take for ÎÙÈÕÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÏÌɯÏÈÚɯÚÜÉÚÛÈÕÛÐÝÌÓàɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÛÏÌɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËȭɯ2ÏÌɀÚɯÔÈËÌɯÈɯ

contribution in the form of helping kids learn, but has she actually made anybody happy? We 

have strong evidence that Montessori created positive reforms within education , and 

established an educational infrastructure that fosters an on-going and active learning 

community (Lillard, 2005). For this alone, I think we can reasonably say that she provided 

enabling conditions that set the stage for happiness. Certainly, Montessori teachers and parents 

will attest to the fact that they have often seen their students and children happy as a direct 

ÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɀÚɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯÔÌÛÏÖËÚȭɯ2ÛÐÓÓȮɯËÌÛÙÈÊÛÖÙÚɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÈÙÎÜÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÕɯÍÐÕËɯÏÈ××àɯ

children in virtually every school. Ulti ÔÈÛÌÓàȮɯÛÏÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯÓÌÎÈÊàɯÐÚɯ

an empirical issue, subject to scientific testing. There is, in fact, an entire book on the 

×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÚÊÐÌÕÊÌɯÜÕËÌÙÎÐÙËÐÕÎɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÔÌÛÏÖËÚɯȹ+ÐÓÓÈÙËȮɯƖƔƔƙȺȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÈÕɯÌßÊÌÓÓÌÕÛɯ

guide to the motivation, cognition and developmental research literature relevant to 

,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯ ÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯ ÔÌÛÏÖËÚȭɯ +ÈÔÌÕÛÈÉÓàȮɯ ÛÏÌÙÌɯ ÐÚɯ ÕÖɯ ÔÌÕÛÐÖÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÑÖàȮɯ ÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯ ÖÙɯ

happiness in the index. The studies presented within the book use typical measures of 

academic performance such as reading ability and this overview covers little about the 

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÈÊÛÜÈÓɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎȭɯ.ÕÌɯÕÖÛÈÉÓÌɯÌßÊÌ×ÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÛÜËàɯÉàɯ

Rathunde and Csikszentmihalyi  ȹƖƔƔƙȺȮɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÛÌÙɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯȿ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÚÛɀ best known 

ÍÖÙɯÏÐÚɯ×ÐÖÕÌÌÙÐÕÎɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÕɯȿÍÓÖÞɀ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008), the state colloquially known as 

ȿÉÌÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯáÖÕÌȭɀ In the 2005 study the researchers found that Montessori studentsɀ reports of 

their  day-to-day experience were significantly more positive than ratings offered by students in 

traditional educational settings. Although this is a single study and cannot, therefore, be 

generalized to all Montessori students throughout the world, it is a fir st step; indeed it is a 

suggestive piece of tangible evidence that Montessori was not just concerned with reading and 

arithmetic, but also with processes and happiness. Ultimately, personal fulfillment will be the 

charge of each student as he or she leaves the halls of Montessori school and heads out into the 

world. Their job will likely be ɭat the very leastɭa little bit easier owing to the fact that 

Montessori removed obstacles to both wellbeing and learning and also created structures that 

support growth,  mastery, independence and other psychological needs that are strongly 

associated with happiness. 

It is important, at this point, to bring up a criticism not only of the Montessori approach but 

of the idea of educating for happiness in general. While the notion of wellbeing -producing 



Manipulating happiness: Maria Montessori 

Biswas-Diener 

 

www .internationaljournalofwellbeing.org  217 

institutions fits well with the modern positivity movement, there are those who rightly suggest 

caution in this regard (e.g. Ehrenreich, 2009). It is wise to reflect on the fundamental purpose of 

education. Historically, philos ophers have understood education to be, in part, about 

influencing character, virtue and morality (e.g. Aristotle , 4th Century BCE/1987); and many are 

inclined to agree with the idea that the state has both opportunity and obligation to intervene in 

public  moral discourse (e.g. Smith, 1776/1987). There are those who disagree, however, on the 

basis that government intrusion into mental states is overstepping authoritative bounds and 

could be a form of violence against individual liberty. Critic Kathryn Ecclestone (2004), for 

example, argues that the heavy emphasis on self-esteem as a desirable goal of education is 

more aligned with therapeutic modalities than educational policy. Similarly, Ecclestone and 

Field (2003) make the case that emphasizing social capital variables as foci of educational policy 

contains potential drawbacks; among these is the possibility that normative social policy could 

undermine the performance of, or punish, non -conformists. Certainly, this point would be 

interesting to consider in the context of the Montessori classroom: how are non-conformists 

dealt with? What happens to those children who dÖɯÕÖÛɯÌßÏÐÉÐÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÈ×ÈÊÐÛàɯÍÖÙɯȿÞÖÙÒɀ or who 

would prefer not to choose for themselves? Unfortunately, n o research on this topic exists (to 

the best of my knowledge). This absence highlights  the fact that the research literature on 

Montessori schools is small, which is surprising given the fact that there are more than 7,000 

Montessori schools. 

 

3. The life that led to the legacy  

The theme of ȿÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌɀ that 4-year-old Ella described was a concept familiar to the founder of 

the Montessori schools. Maria Montessori was born in Italy in 1870, the same year that country 

was first officially united in modern times. From the perspective of a biogra pher, her childhood 

was largely unremarkable. Perhaps the most interesting and ironic footnote from her formative 

years is that, when considering a future profession, Montessori indicated an interest in 

becoming ɁÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎɯÉÜÛɯÈɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙɂ (Kramer, 1976/1988: 23). Her experiences in school were 

discouraging, to say the least. She was actively dissuaded from cultivating her natural gifts for 

ÔÈÛÏÌÔÈÛÐÊÚɯÈÕËȮɯËÌÍàÐÕÎɯÏÌÙɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚȮɯÌÕÛÌÙÌËɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÈɯÉÖàɀÚɯÛÌÊÏÕÐÊÈÓɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÔÌËÐÊÈÓɯ

school. There were no female doctors in Italy at the time and her conspicuous appearance in the 

hallways and lecture theaters of the medical school was discomfiting to many. She was often 

ostracized by her all-male peers, many of whom would jeer at her in the concourses as she 

passed by. Montessori was also not allowed to dissect bodies with her classmates as it was 

deemed unseemly by contemporary standards for a woman to do so in the presence of men. 

Although the years of her higher education were undoubtedly socially difficult for  Montessori, 

her efforts paid off and she eventually became the first female medical doctor in Italy 

(Standing, 1957/1998). 

After completing her medical training Montessori assumed the position of assistant director 

of the psychiatric clinic attached to the University of Rome. It was in this capacity that she had 

her first opportunities to visit with and observe institutionalized children. As you might 

imagine, the psychiatric care in the facilities at the turn of the century were not up to modern 

standards. Ever prescient, Montessori was quick to notice that the conditions in which the 

children were housedɭthe lack of toys, objects or other forms of stimulationɭwere 

substandard to the degree that she believed it would interfere with any potential cognitiv e 

development. She quickly became an advocate for better education for these institutionalized 

children, arguing ɭÐÕɯÈɯÚ×ÌÌÊÏɯÖÕɯȿÔÖÙÈÓɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀ delivered in 1899 (Standing, 1957/1998)ɭ

tÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÌÕÛÐÛÓÌËɯÛÖɯȿÕÖÙÔÈÓɀ instruction. In this way and from this time Montessori 
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gravitated from being a practicing physician and lecturer to becoming an education reformer.  

Her leaning toward social reform was consistent with the times: at the turn of the twentieth 

century Italy was in the midst of social an d economic crisis following a widespread crop 

failure, repressive government policies and heated public discourse over the contentious 

political issue of colonization in Africa (Kramer, 1976/1988). Then-Prime Minister Giolitti came 

to power in 1906 promisi ng sweeping reforms for the poor, and these paved the way for 

,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÐËÌÈÚɯÖÕɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàȭ 

It is interesting that Montessori had strong opinions on how to improve education but no 

actual school in which to implement them. It was this lack of formal institutional affiliation that 

eventually led her to a slum school in Romeɭthe now famous Casa dei Bambini ȹ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯ

House)ɭwhere she found a testing ground for her theories and where she refined her 

methods. Because Casa dei Bambini was a ÚÓÜÔɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÊÈÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ1ÖÔÌɀÚɯËÐÚÌÕÍÙÈÕÊÏÐÚÌËɯ

children, Montessori had an opportunity to implement teaching reform with a disadvantaged 

population that, in essence, made her educational methods a form of social activism (Kramer, 

1976/1988). The school also gave Montessori a laboratory for observing the natural behaviors of 

ȿÕÖÙÔÈÓɀ children and experimenting with methods for engaging them in the learning process. 

The success of her school was evident early on and her model was quickly expanded to other 

schools, and Montessori continued to craft her program and implement it in schools 

throughout the world until her death in 1952.  

,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÓÌÎÈÊàɯÐÚɯÔÜÊÏɯÓÈÙÎÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÛÏÌɯÏÜÔÉÓÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÚɯÖÍɯÏÌÙɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÛÏÖÜÎÏȭɯ

Currently, there are about 7,000 Montessori schools around the world and innumerable 

independent Montessori -ÐÕÚ×ÐÙÌËɯÐÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÐÖÕÚȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÌÕÚÜÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯ

to cultivate self -motivated, socially aware and responsible citizens is both widespread and 

enduring. Her name and metho ds also influence books, conferences, and teacher training 

institutions. She was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize on three separate occasions, but it 

was never awarded to her. Although she is principally known as an educator, Montessori was, 

at heart, a social reformer and activist and often addressed spiritual, feminist and other socially 

ÈÊÛÐÝÌɯÎÙÖÜ×Úȭɯ(ÕɯÍÈÊÛȮɯÚÏÌɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÖÍɯÏÌÙÚÌÓÍɯÈÚɯÈɯɁ2ÖÊÐÈÓɯ"ÙÜÚÈËÌÙɂɯȹ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐȮɯƖƔƔƜȰɯ×ȭɯƙƛȺȭ 

Perhaps her greatest achievement, and the primary reason I nominate her as one of 

ÏÐÚÛÖÙàɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛɯfelicitators , is the effect she has had on the world through her students, 

numbering in the hundreds of thousands at least. Montessori wanted to teach children more 

than facts; she wanted to encourage good character. Although the law of averages tells us that 

we can find famous alumni in any school system, I would be remiss if I did not point out a few 

notable Montessori graduates: Amazon.com founder Jeff Bezos was educated at Montessori, as 

were Anne Frank, Julia Child, and Nobe l laureate Gabriel Garcia Marquez. It could be that 

these people would have grown up to be famous whatever their educational background, of 

course, but it is more amusing to think that the Montessori system had something to do with 

the rise of its graduate 2ÌÈÕɯȿ/ÜÍÍɯ#ÈËËàɀ Combs. Montessori (2009) believed that children had 

a psychological hunger for exploring and learning about the world, and only by satisfying this 

need from within could good character be developed. She was passionate about helping each 

individual child to live a life that was engaged, meaningful and enjoyable. These are, by their 

very nature, vital components of happiness.  

 

3.1 Time out: A peek into a Montessori classroom 

If you were to enter a Montessori classroom, especially an early childhood education 

classroom, you might notice several differences between it and the typical public school 

classroom. For instance, if you saw the early childhood education classroom at the Montessori 
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School of Ladera Ranch, California, you might notice the animals. Maria Montessori believed 

that animals were helpful to teach children responsibility and connection. The early childhood 

education room at Ladera Ranch boasts a rabbit, a leopard gecko, two beta fish, hermit crabs, a 

tiger salamander and a tuÙÛÓÌɯÕÈÔÌËɯȿ2Ö×ÏÐÌɀ, as well as outdoor feeders for hummingbirds 

and finches. You might also notice that all of the fixtures in the room are small, built at the 

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÌàÌɯÓÌÝÌÓȱÈɯÕÖËɯÛÖɯÛhe legitimacy and importance of being young. You would also 

likely notice the many materials stacked and shelved against the walls. These materials, 

ÚÖÔÌÛÐÔÌÚɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿÔÈÕÐ×ÜÓÈÛÐÝÌÚɀ are, in some ways, the core elements of the Montessori 

approach to learning. They include, among other things, alphabet blocks for reading, beads for 

counting and sorting, a pigɭÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÙÐÎÏÛȮɯÈɯ×ÐÎɭfor washing. Washing a toy pig is seen as an 

element of life skills training as it points student attention to hygiene and caretakin g. When I 

interviewed teacher Indi Avila she told me that these manipulatives were the most su rprising 

aspect of Montessori:  

I attended Montessori from the age of four to when I was six and the materials in 

my classroom now are the same as those from when I was a kid! I can remember 

doing the same things my students are, like pouring rice from jar t o jar. 

(Personal communication) 

These tactile materials hearken back to the time of Maria Montessori herself and her 

observations that institutionalized childre n hungered for stimulating materials. Maria 

Montessori wrote about a time when she found such a child playing with food crumbs, just to 

have something to play with at all. Back at Ladera Ranch, teacher Karen Skirvin also 

emphasized that the materials are chosen with care to teach the children how to interact with 

the world and to cultivate an appreciation for beauty. She told me that her two - and three-year-

old students do not drink from plastic cups but, rather, from glass and ceramic containers. 

When I asked what would happen in the all -too-likely event that such a vessel were dropped 

ÚÏÌɯÚÔÐÓÌËɯÈÕËɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁ3ÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÞÖÜÓËɯÓÌÈÙÕɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÏÈ××ÌÕÚɯÛÖɯÎÓÈÚÚɯÞÏÌÕɯÐÛɯÏÐÛÚɯ

ÛÏÌɯÍÓÖÖÙȭɂ 

The Montessori school day begins outdoors on the playground, as students are dropped 

off. The teachers are aware that this periodɭoften thought of as the minutes before school 

beginsɭis actually a time of interaction and learning. From the playground the students file 

into the classroom where they have, at least in the case ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯàÖÜÕÎÌÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕȮɯȿÊÐÙÊÓÌɯÛÐÔÌɀȭ 

Circle time is a transition period of sorts, to help the kids shift from physical play mode to 

indoor mode. The children acknowledge one another, greet their instructors, say good morning 

to the class pets and then ÔÖÝÌɯÐÕÛÖɯȿÞÖÙÒɀȭ It is here that the children have the opportunity to 

express personal preferences and follow their own whims and intuition. Rather than following 

a structured, teacher-centered curriculum, the Montessori students are allowed to gravitate 

toward whichever projects they happen to fancy on a particular day. This ensures the students 

are self-motivated in their learning. When I expressed concern that a student could, potentially, 

choose to engage in counting and sorting activities day after day while ignoring reading 

ÙÌÈËÐÕÌÚÚɯÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚȮɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙɯ(ÕËÐɯ ÝÐÓÈɯÙÌÈÚÚÜÙÌËɯÔÌȯɯɁ3ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÞÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÈÙÌɯÍÖÙɭto 

ÎÌÕÛÓàɯÎÜÐËÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕȭɂɯThis is also when Indi pointed out something I, or any casual 

visitor, might not notice. All the materials are  arranged in order of difficulty and complexity 

from left to right and top to bottom on the shelves, thus preparing the unwitting children for 

the structure of reading when they arrive to that stage of education.  
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4. Freedom: The heart of Montessori education  

Maria Montessori came to believe that peopleɭeveryone, and especially childrenɭhave an 

innate desire to learn. In part, this conclusion was the result of her observation of 

institutionalized youth, who hungered f or stimulation and, later, from her observations of 

children in her own schools. Montessori thought of curiosity as a human birthright that people 

employ on a daily basis to motivate action and engage with the world. To this end, she 

advocated a system of ÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯȿÚÛÜËÌÕÛɯÍÖÊÜÚÌËȮɀ ÞÐÛÏɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯ×ÖÜÙÐÕÎɯ

forth from within, rather than the traditional passive learning methods in which children are 

expected to sit, listen and be good receptors of content. This is aligned with research findings 

that suggest that extrinsic reinforcement undermines enjoyment, especially in the case where 

tasks would have been inherently interesting without reinforcement (Lepper, Greene & Nisbett, 

ƕƝƛƗȺȭɯ ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯ È××ÙÖÈÊÏɯ ÛÖɯ ÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯ ÞÈÚɯ ÉÜÐÓÛɯ ÖÕɯ Èɯ ÍÖÜÕËÈÛÐon of personal choice. 

According to Edwards (2006), Montessori: 

[S]trongly believed that all young children naturally prefer to learn  in an 

organized but supportive environment that permits a high degree of choice,  

control, and self-direction, and where ch ildren are not distracted by extrinsic  

rewards and punishments that distort their preferences (for instance, by grades, 

stars, awards, demerits, honor rolls, smiley faces, and the like) (p. 184). 

Just as adults are free to gravitate toward skiing or gambli ng or woodworking as suits their 

fancy, Montessori believed that children should have some say in what type of educational 

activities they spend time on. 

Although Montessori did not have the sophisticated science of modern times at her 

disposal, it turns o ut that a huge range of recent research supports her instincts about children. 

In fact, if Montessori schools can be thought of as small-scale societies, then it would be 

interesting to know to what extent freedom is associated with happiness at the societal level. 

Fortunately, there are data on exactly this topic. In a study of factors predicting the wellbeing of 

nations, for example, researchers found that social equality, human rights and individualism 

were significant predictors of wellbeing (Diener, Di ener & Diener, 1995). Even when controlling 

for other factors, such as income, individualism reliably predicted societal happiness. Diener, 

Diener and Diener (1995) also evaluated the outcomes associated with democracy (and 

increasing democratization of a country), and found a strong relationship between democracy 

and happiness. However, the authors of this work also point out that democracy is neither 

necessary nor sufficient for societal-level happiness. In a more direct assessment of economic, 

political and personal freedom, Veenhoven (2000) found that greater freedoms were 

significantly related to higher levels of happiness across societies. In a study using data from 

the Gallup World Poll, a survey that assessed the happiness of more than 140,000 respondents 

in 125 countries, 'ÌÓÓÐÞÌÓÓɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯÊÖÓÓÌÈÎÜÌÚɯȹƖƔƕƔȺɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÍÙÌÌËÖÔɯÛÖɯÊÏÖÖÚÌɀɯÞÈÚɯÈɯ

significant predictor of happiness.  These studies all point to the same conclusion: societies 

higher in democratic rights and personal freedoms appear to be happier places. Certainly, we 

must ask about the direction of the causal arrow; it could be, for example, that happier people 

are more likely to create societies which offer more freedoms. In addition, the question of 

freedoms must be disentangled from the w ealth of nations. It could be, for instance, that 

democratic nations happen to have economic systems that produce more wealth, and therefore 

the happiness of the citizenry might better be accounted for by public infrastructure and other 

material concerns rather than individual freedoms. Fortunately, we can employ statistical 

controls to parse out the relative effects of income. Although studies that adopt this tack  differ 
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slightly from one another, the consensus view is thatɭat the societal levelɭ freedoms matter to 

happiness more than do the contributions of national wealth (Helliwell et al., 2010; Veenhoven, 

2005). In the end, groupsɭwhether they are nation -states or Montessori classroomsɭseem to 

produce happier members when they are structured around individual freedom and choice.  

Not only have researchers discovered in large-scale surveys that freedom is associated with 

happiness but it is also related to happiness at the individual level . Research on choice 

behaviors, such as how people decide to spend their money, suggests that some choices pay 

ÏÐÎÏÌÙɯȿÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯËÐÝÐËÌÕËÚɀ than others. Van Boven (2005), for example, found that people 

who spend money on experiential rather than material purchases tend to be happier. Similarly, 

Aknin and colleagues (2010) found that people who spend money on others are happier than 

those who spent a comparable amount on themselves. This finding has been replicated in 

societies across the world (Aknin et al., submitted).  This body of research suggests that people 

are free to spend on the goods and services that are most attractive to them personally (a form 

of economic freedom) but that, where personal happiness is concerned, some choices will be 

better than others. Interestingly, it may be that we are biologically predetermined both to help 

others and to adapt to new circumstances. If this is the case then expenditures on others and on 

experiences (to which we are less able to adapt than we are to expenditures on material 

items)ɭthose purchases that are the most emotionally rewardingɭare actually in line with our 

basic phenotypic motives. The message is that we may be free to make any choices we want, 

but we will be rewarded ɭboth emotionally and socially ɭfor only some of them. 

Another line of research connecting freedom to choose and the happiness of individuals is 

that which examines personal control. Thompson (2002) argued that humans are unique in the 

extent to which they can manipulate their environment and  judge the degree to which they 

have the means to do so. This is certainly a sentiment with which Maria Montessori would 

have agreedɭshe believed that manipulating the environm ent was a primary adult longing  

(Montessori, 1966). Thompson suggests that a sense of control may activate problem solving 

behaviors and increase perseverance. Grob (2000) has found that people who believe they have 

more control of their environment are, in fact, happier. There is also a substantial research 

literature on the relation  between income and subjective wellbeing suggesting that there is a 

modest positive correlation between the two, perhaps explainedɭin partɭby the suggestion 

that more affluent individuals have a greater ability to fund the pursuit of personal goals 

(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). Although there are many studies that hint at the possibility 

that having personal control and free choice are important to individual and group happiness, 

these do not really tell usɭpsychologicallyɭwhy freedom and control might be  associated 

with happiness. For that, we have to dig a little deeper.  

 

5. The psychology of autonomy  

The strong links between freedom, personal control and happiness suggest that people 

generally fare well when they are autonomous. Cultural critics, on the  other hand, remind us 

thatɭat bestɭwe are interdependent creatures living in family groups and complex societies. 

The emphasis on the importance of social connectedness and cooperation extends especially to 

the classroom environment (Aronson, 1978). We are, after all, primates and have a natural 

tendency to cluster together in groups and rely on one another to get by. We live in an age 

where, worldwide, urban dwellers outnumber people living in rural locations. In fact, instances 

of reclusive people living  in the geographic hinterlands are relatively rare. It appears, if 

anything, that folks like to work, live and play together. Which begs the question: what are the 

differential contributions of autonomy and relatedness to happiness? Which aspect of the 
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Montessori school curriculum is the magic potion that leads to so much wellbeing? Is it that 

Montessori schools are viewed as a community, and tend to promote the strong bonding of 

children and teachers? Or is it that there is an emphasis on individual mastery? Or, perhaps, is 

there some optimal balance between the two? 

Self-determination theory, advanced by Deci and Ryan (2000), contains the idea that there 

are three distinct and fundamental human needs. By needs Iɭand presumably Deci and 

Ryanɭmean motives that drive just about everyone because they are so fundamental to our 

functioning, and so enjoyable when they are met. These three needs include autonomy, 

relatedness, and mastery. According to self-determination theorists people will be happy to the 

extent that they are gaining new skills, have the opportunity to express their unique selves, and 

have a chance to connect with others. Indeed, research supports this conclusion. Students in 

law school, for example, are happier and perform better when they are gi ven more autonomy 

and steered away from a competitive attitude that might interfere with their ability to connect 

with their peers (Sheldon & Krieger, 2007). Other studies have shown that having friends is a 

reliable predictor of happiness (Diener & Seligm an, 2002). This type of wellbeing research that 

focuses on psychological drive states rather than emotional pleasantry is often termed 

ȿÌÜËÈÐÔÖÕÐÊɀȮɯÍÙÖÔɯ ÙÐÚÛÖÛÓÌɀÚɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚÐÖn of Eudaimoniaɭa state of wellbeing in which a 

person has achieved their highest potential (Aristotle 4 th Century  BCE/1987). 

Another euËÈÐÔÖÕÐÊɯÊÖÜÙÚÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɯÖÕɯȿpsycholÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÞÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎɀ dovetails nicely with 

studies on self-determination theory. Ryff and Singer (1998) proposed that there are six 

fundamental human needs, and that progress toward and the fulfillment of these needs will 

equate with wellbeing. The needs associated with psychological wellbeing are self -acceptance, 

positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal 

growth. These contain some overlap with those offered by self-determination theorists but 

include others, such as self-acceptance, as well. Like self-determination theory studies, studies 

on the fulfillment of needs associated with psychological wellbeing are generally associated 

with greater levels of happiness. 

Where Maria Montessori and her methods are concerned, there is reason to believe that 

each of these needs is actively cultivated in the children who attend her schools. It may be that 

the unique techniques employed at Montessori schools are well-suited to promoting a sense of 

self-acceptance in children, or connectedness, or mastery. 

 

6. The limits of freedom  

The empirical evidence for the benefits of personal choice and freedom-related variables on 

wellbeing and healthy functioning are clear. They are, however, not the whole picture. There 

are several instances in which greater choice does not necessarily translate to higher wellbeing. 

All such instances areɭto a greater or lesser degreeɭanchored in culture. In the first instance, 

an emphasis on extreme individualism can result in an expectation that people should hav e 

nearly unlimited choice. Western markets, especially those in the United States, follow this 

ÈÚÚÜÔ×ÛÐÖÕȭɯ2ÊÏÞÈÙÛáɯȹƕƝƝƘȰɯƖƔƔƔȺɯÈÙÎÜÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÈɯȿÛàÙÈÕÕàɯÐÕɯÍÙÌÌËÖÔɀɯÚÜÊÏɯÛÏÈÛ too 

much choice can undermine enjoyment. A classic real-world example  of this is being stuck in 

traffic: if there is only a single lane of traffic you are mildly irritated by the lack of progress. If 

there are two or three lanes of traffic, however, you are more likely to be really angry ɭperhaps 

even at yourselfɭfor choosing the ȿÞÙÖÕÎɯÓÈÕÌɀȭ Thus, choice can be helpful, but when 

something goes wrong there is a natural ÛÌÕËÌÕÊàɯÛÖɯÉÓÈÔÌɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÚÌÓÍȭɯ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌɯ

of the downsides of choice is that of collectivist cultures, where the individual is encouraged to 

subjugate their personal desires if those desires are perceived to come into conflict with the 
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overall welfare of their in -group (Triandis, 1998). A final aspect of culture relates to basic 

cultural worldviews about the extent to which one has control over on ÌɀÚɯÍÈÛÌȭɯWesterners tend 

ÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÈɯȿËÐÚÑÖÐÕÛɯÈÎÌÕÊàɀɯÝÐÌÞɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌàɯÏÈÝÌɯÈÎÌÕÊàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÛÈÒÌɯÊÙÌËÐÛɯÍÖÙɯ

successes and blame themselves for failures (Markus, Uchida, Omoregie, Townsend, & 

Kitayama, 2006). Thus, there appears to be an optimal level of perceived personal control and 

freedom of choice, especially where happiness is concerned. Research is needed to examine the 

extent to which classroom choice is important both to learning and to enjoyment.  

 

7. Montessori today  

Maria Montessori  died May 6, 1952 at the age of 81. Her legacy lives on in the thousands of 

Montessori and Montessori -inspired schools that exist on all six inhabited continents. Her name 

ÐÚɯÈɯÏÖÜÚÌÏÖÓËɯÞÖÙËȮɯÈÕËɯÏÌÙɯÓÐÍÌɀÚɯÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÖÍÍÌÙÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÌÕÌÙàɯÍÖÙɯÔÈÕàɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÐÕÎɯhistorical 

footnotes. Jean Piaget, for instance, conducted his famous observations of children in 

Montessori schools. Alexander Graham Bell helped to establish the first Montessori school in 

the United States. ,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɀÚɯ ÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯ ÐÚɯ ÚÖɯ ÎÙÌÈÛȮɯ ÐÕɯ ×ÈÙÛȮɯ Éecause of the inherent 

effectiveness and popular appeal of her views on educating children. Although her methods 

have been applied primarily to the education of younger children it is possible that her 

experiential approach and her emphasis on student choice are appropriate in higher education 

as well (Biswas-Diener & Patterson, in press). But more than that, Montessori was a pioneer 

who faced challenges and charted new intellectual territory. Although her scientific methods 

ÈÙÌɯ ÈÕÛÐØÜÈÛÌËɯ Éàɯ ÛÖËÈàɀÚɯ ÚÛÈÕËÈrds, her far-sightedness is unquestionable. Ultimately, 

,ÖÕÛÌÚÚÖÙÐɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌÚɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȯɯÍÖÚÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚÏÐ×ÚɯÉàɯÙÌÈÓÐáÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ

responsibility to others; enjoying mastery by working within areas of strength; and having the 

courage tÖɯÓÐÝÌɯÈɯÓÐÍÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÌÕÖÜÎÏɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÖ××ÖÙÛÜÕÐÛÐÌÚɯÛÖɯÓÐÝÌɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɯ

ÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚɯÛÖÞÈÙËɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓÓàɯÙÌÓÌÝÈÕÛɯÎÖÈÓÚȭɯ2ÏÌɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÌßÈÊÛÓàɯÈɯÉÜÓÓÍÐÎÏÛÌÙȮɯÉÜÛɯÏÌÙɯÓÐÍÌɯÞÈÚɯ

just as powerful and dynamic.  
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Abstract:  Little is known in the scholarly literature about the effect of war and peace on 

happiness; but they have a large number of direct and indirect effects on happiness, difficult or 

impossible to capture due mainly to issues of causality and attribution. The paper concentrates 

on three fundamental claims regarding the effect of war and peÈÊÌɯÖÕɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȯɯȿ6ÈÙɯÉÙÐÕÎÚɯ

ÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɀȰɯȿ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈËÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÞÈÙÚɀȰɯÈÕËɯȿThe happinÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈËɯÐÚɯÐÙÙÌÓÌÝÈÕÛɀȭɯAn attempt is 

made to discuss different solutions to deal with these claims but it is made clear that each one 

has grave disadvantages. Bruder Klaus, whose full name was Niklaus von Flüeh, is the patron 

saint of Switzerland. This paper describes Bruder Klaus as a creator of peace and, based on the 

claims mentioned above, as a felicitator or wellbeing  facilitator.  

 

Keywords:  peace, war, happiness, wellbeing, well-being, Civil War, t errorism , Bruder Klaus 

 

 

1. Introduction  

Bruder Klaus, whose full name was Niklaus von Flüe, is the patron saint of Switzerland. He 

was born in 1417 into a well-to-do peasant family in Flüeli, canton Obwalden, which is in the 

center of Switzerland. He excelled as an officer in the Zurich war (1440-44) and was a much 

esteemed councilor and judge in his commune. In 1467 he changed his life dramatically. With 

the approval of his wife, he left his family, which included several grown -up sons, and decided 

to live as a hermit and to lead a spiritual life.  

While he is also known as a mystic who received profound  visions (highly valued by Carl 

Gustav Jung) this paper focuses on Bruder Klaus as a creator of peace, thus acting as a facilitator to 

bring happiness to people.  

#ÜÙÐÕÎɯ *ÓÈÜÚɀɯ ÛÐÔÌɯ Þhat later became the Swiss federation was still only a loose 

confederation of four rural and four city cantons. In 1481 a disagreement broke out among 

them at the Tagsatzung (General Assembly) at Stans on the question whether or not to admit 

two new cantons into the confederation. The conflict ran so deep that the outbreak of war 

became imminent. The delegates of each of the cantons could reach consensus on only one 

procedural issue, namely to ask the hallowed hermit Bruder Klaus for advice. The emissary 

came back with two pieces of advice: Ȭ,ÈÊÏÌÛɯËÌÕɯáÜÕɯÕÐÛɯáÜɯÞÐÛɁɯȹËÖɯÕÖÛɯÌßÛÌÕËɯàÖÜÙɯ

ÉÖÜÕËÈÙÐÌÚɯÛÖÖɯÍÈÙȺɯÈÕËɯȬ,ÐÚÊÏÛɯ$ÜÊÏɯÕÐÊÏÛɯÐÕɯÍÙÌÔËÌɯ'åÕËÌÓɁɯȹËÖɯÕÖÛɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÌÙÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÍÍÈÐÙÚɯÖÍɯ

ÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛÐÌÚȺȭɯ ÉÖÝÌɯÈÓÓɯ!ÙÜËÌÙɯ*ÓÈÜÚɯÜÙÎÌËɯÛÏÌɯËÌÓÌÎÈÛÌÚȯɯɁ*ÌÌ×ɯ×ÌÈÊÌȵɂ He was well 

aware that cooperation leads to superior outcomes compared to aggressive and conflicting 

behavior. To the surprise of all observers, the delegates accepted the advice of the holy man 

and found a solution within two hours.  
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This event has had a lasting effect on Swiss people. While the country unfortunately was 

not able to evade all conflicts and was engaged in several wars, the basic message was not lost. 

Over time not interfering in the affairs of other nations became a guiding rule in Swiss p olitics. 

The principle of neutrality helped to save the country from getting involved in World Wars I 

and II, and laid the foundation for the humanitarian efforts of the country. It made it possible 

for the Red Cross to emerge. The guiding principle for th e efforts of the Swiss government and 

its diplomats stilÓɯÐÚɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÍÈÊÐÓÐÛÐÌÚȮɯÖÙɯȿÎÖÖËɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚɀ, to achieve peace, and to guarantee 

peace treaties.  

Many observers suggest that the stable and deep-seated democracy known in Switzerland, 

as well as economic prosperity and peaceful social conditions, are the major reasons why in 

surveys the Swiss are regularly among the top nations with respect to average happiness.  

The purpose of this paper is not to provide a historical account of the manifold 

achievements of Bruder Klaus. Rather, he is looked at as an example of a facilitator of 

happiness through creating peace. The paper discusses evidence of what is known about the 

effect of war on happiness. The broader aspect of his teaching, that cooperation is better than 

conflict and leads to a happier population, is not further pursued here because it would lead 

too far. The author is, however, well aware that it is of great importance 1. 

The focus of the paper lies on the question of how much, if at all, peace raises the wellbeing of 

the population2. Many readers will be surprised that such a question is raised at all: is it not a 

matter of course that war leads to terrible human suffering and unhappiness, and that only 

peace allows people to achieve happiness? I started this research exactly on this premise. I was 

absolutely convinced that peace brings happiness, and that therefore it is a primordial goal of 

politics to avoid war and to achieve peace. After writing this paper I am still convinced that this 

is true, but I had to realize that it is not as obvious as it at first seemed to me. Things look 

somewhat different when one goes beyond the first (wishful) impression.  

I do not want to dwell on the well -known Phoenix effect (see Organski and Kugler 1980, 

KouÉÐɯƖƔƔƙȺȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÚÐáÌɯÈÕËɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯ×ÈÊÌɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÙÌÊÖÝÌÙɯ

relatively quickly after a war, West Germany and Japan being cases in point. I wish to 

concentrate on the effects on happiness produced during a war, compared to periods of peace.  

This paper reflects my effort to understand what is not obvious, namely that to some extent, 

and in some regard, war may produce happiness. I make a special effort to collect the relevant 

empirical evidence. 

Section I reviews what is known i n happiness research on the effects of war on happiness. 

Section II deals ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÙ×ÙÐÚÐÕÎɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÏÈÛɯȿ6ÈÙɯÉÙÐÕÎÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɀ by adding meaning to 

life, energizing the population and creating solidarity. Al so, there is the phenomenon of 

ȿÊÖÔÉÈÛɯÍÓÖÞɀ raising the happiness of the soldiers involved. Section III grapples with the 

observation that people tend to adapt to circumstances, in particular to war events: Over time 

they get used to death and destruction, and weigh them less heavily than in times of p eace. 

Section IV considers how persons killed in war should be treated with respect to a happiness 

analysis. Should they be left out of account (because they are no longer among the living) or 

                                                
1 These considerations address issues such as the role of procedural utility (see Frey, Benz and Stutzer 2004, Frey 

2008, chapter 10) and of trust (see Helliwell 2010, Helliwell and Wang 2011) for individual wellbeing.  
2 6ÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎɯÊÈÕɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯÉÌɯÈÍÍÌÊÛÐÝÌɯȹÈɯÚÏÖÙÛɯÙÜÕɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌȺɯÖÙɯÊÖÎÕÐÛÐÝÌɯȹÈɯÓÖÕÎÌÙɯÙÜÕɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÓÐÍÌȮɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯ

life satisfaction). Following current practice in scientific research, I use the term happiness, or interchangeably 

wellbeing, for both, and differentiate the two only when it is of importance.  
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should their unrealized expected happiness in the future be calculated? The closing section 

endeavors to reach conclusions. They are by necessity quite tentative and personal.  

 

2. Existing research on war and happiness 

The effect of war on happiness is a most relevant topic. According to credible estimates, not less 

than 191 million persons lost their lives due to war during the twentieth century (Iqbal 2006:  

631). In addition, many millions were wounded and became disabled, suffering through the 

entire remainder of their lives. In addition, war destroys infrastructur e as well as cultural 

heritage (such as a large part of ancient German cities during World War II). Even smaller wars 

have significant consequences. Collier (1999: 181, see also Collier and Hoeffler 2003, Murdoch 

and Sandler 2002) estimates that during civil wars per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

falls at an annual rate of 2.2% relative to a country without civil war because production 

directly falls and capital stock is gradually reduced. As many civil wars drag out over a 

considerable number of years, the decline in average income is substantial. Koubi (2005: 69), 

looking at a large cross-section of countries over the period 1960-89 (which does not include a 

major global war), finds that the average growth in GDP in countries that fought a war was 

slower than in those that did not, and that this effect is larger for civil than for interstate wars.  

To my great surprise I could find only very few studies studying the effect of war on 

happiness3. In view of the great consequences of war on the population, economy and society at 

large this is most surprising. In comparison, there are now hundreds of studies analyzing the 

effects of income on happiness, generally coming to the conclusion that it is rather small, if it 

exists at all (see the surveys by Clark, Frijters and Shields 2008, Dolan, Peasgood and White 

2008, Frey and Stutzer 2002a, 2002b, Frey 2008, Helliwell and Barrington -Leigh 2010). There 

may be several reasons why happiness researchers are reluctant to deal with the effect of war 

on happiness: 

1) There is a data problem. Normally, in times of war no surveys are undertaken  

capturing how happy or satisfied civilians and soldiers are with their lives;  

2) It is unclear whether people remember war episodes correctly. The difference 

between experienced and remembered utility (see Kahneman, Wakker and Sarin 

1997) is crucial in this context; 

3) The issue is extremely complicated. There are many different types of war, ranging 

from more or less dormant civil wars to all out national wars. There are also many 

different and indirect consequences. For example, in wars, democratic rights are 

curtailed  and authoritarian decisions take over. Undermining democracy is known 

to reduce happiness (Frey and Stutzer 2000, Inglehart and Klingemann 2000, 

Graham and Sukhtankar 2004, Dorn et al 2005). During interstate and intrastate 

conflicts the health achievements of states decrease4, lowering the wellbeing of the 

population (Iqbal 2006). Moreover, the question of how to deal with the forgone 

happiness of persons dying in war is difficult to deal with;  

                                                
3 In contrast, the reverse causation, i.e. whether happier persons are more inclined to endorse peace, has been 

empirically analyzed. The important study by Diener and Tov (2007) finds that individual wellbeing is related to 

several peace attitudes, among them greater confidence in parliament and civil services, stronger endorsement of 

democracy, and less intolerance of immigrants and members of different racial and ethnic groups. These attitudes 

ÚÜ××ÖÙÛɯÈɯ×ÌÈÊÌÍÜÓɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÖ×ÌÕɯÈÕËɯÍÙÌÌɯÛÖɯÈÓÓɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȭɯ2ÜÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÞÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯɁÈɯÊÙÜÊÐÈÓɯ

element in sustaining ×ÌÈÊÌɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÐÔÌɂɯȹ×ȭɯƘƗƜȺȭ 
4 Remember the influenza which broke out during WWI, killing more people than were killed in combat; and other 

epidemics or famines, or the effect of lack of clean water, or poor sanitation etc. prevalent during wars.  
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4) The causalities going from war to happiness, and from happ iness to war, are 

difficult to separate and to empirically measure.  

I could find three areas in which serious empirical studies have been undertaken in order to 

capture the effect of war on happiness. 

1) Civil Wars: Violent conflict has the tangible effects mentioned above and, in 

addition, intangible effects in terms of psychic costs such as pain, suffering, fear, and 

agony, as well as empathy with relatives, friends and other persons mourning the 

victims. In a study comprising 44 countries around the year 2 000, and using average 

happiness by country from representative surveys, Welsch (2008: 336) finds that the 

current number of conflicts significantly reduces the wellbeing of the population. He 

calculates that, on average, the compensating variation for one fatality is about 

108,000 US dollars. This means that income must increase by 108,000 dollars to leave 

happiness constant when one additional person dies. The direct effects in terms of 

suffering, fear and agony are larger than the indirect effects due to the smaller 

income brought about by the premature death .  

2) Terrorism: Terrorism is a special type of war in which, normally, the civil population 

is targeted and the goal is to create havoc and produce fear (see e.g. Frey 2004, 

Sandler and Enders 2004). Estimating standard happiness functions for two 

countries affected by terrorism, Frey, Luechinger and Stutzer (2007) show for France 

and Northern Ireland that more intensive terrorist activity in terms of the number of 

attacks and of victims significantly re duces the life satisfaction of the population. 

For Northern Ireland, the wellbeing cost from one additional terror victim amounts 

to about 0.6 per cent of income. This figure is similar to the one calculated by Welsch 

(2008: 335) for Israel, Burundi and Li beria.  

3) Particular events and countries: The exposure of concentration camp inmates leads to 

intense distress due to the terrible experience but is sometimes alloyed with positive 

experience a former inmate may have later in life. In a careful study, Shmotkin and 

Lomranz (1998: 152-ƗȺɯÍÐÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁȱɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÖÙÚɯȹÈÙÌȺɯËÌÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯ

ÑÖàȱɯȹÉÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚȺɯÈÓÚÖɯÈɯËàÕÈÔÐÊɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌɯÛÖɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌɯÈÕËɯÊÏÈÕÎÌȱɯÓÌÈËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈɯ

life story that bears a mÌÚÚÈÎÌɯÖÍɯÊÖÔÍÖÙÛɯÉÌÚÐËÌÚɯÈÎÖÕàɂ.  

Another study (Landau , Beit-Hallahmi and Levy 1998) looks at life satisfaction in Israel in the 

period 1967 to 1979, during which time there were several wars, including the War of Attrition 

with Egypt, the October 1973 War, and the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. There were also many 

other war -ÓÐÒÌɯÌÝÌÕÛÚȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÛÌÙÙÖÙÐÚÛɯÈÛÛÈÊÒÚȭɯ ÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛȮɯɁȱÞÈÙÚȮɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÈÛÛÈÊÒÚɯÖÕɯ

ÊÐÝÐÓÐÈÕÚȮɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛÓàɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɯÖÍɯÈÕßÐÌÛàɯÈÕËɯÍÌÈÙɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɂɯȹ×ȭɯƗƗƔȺȭɯ

Overall, the study concludes that national stress negatively affects happiness (pp. 348-350) but 

notes that this finding cannot necessarily be generalized for other countries and periods.  

While these research results are revealing, they are incomplete: we have little systematic 

and empirically compelling evidence o n how war affects happiness. The next three sections 

focus on three claims that play a crucial role for analyzing the relationship between war, peace 

and happiness. 

 

Ɨȭɯ"ÓÈÐÔȯɯȿ6ÈÙɯÉÙÐÕÎÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɀ 

At first sight, this claim seems to be outrageous. However, observers (e.g. Hedges 2002) have 

noted that some people who experience war find it energizing and even addictive. This may 

help to explain why many wars drag on and are still supported by the pop ulation though 
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defeat is almost certain5. In order to be able to survive in wars, solidarity, trust and friendship 

play a large role. Such feelings tend to raise wellbeing (for the case of trust see Helliwell 2007, 

Layard 2005). 

War also raises (affective) happiness in a more direct way, by the production of what has 

been termed ȿÊÖÔÉÈÛɯÍÓÖÞɀȭɯɁ2ÜÊÏɯÈÉÚÖÙ×ÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËɯÐÕɯÊÖÔÉÈÛɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÛɯ

contributes both to the well -ÉÌÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÊàɯÖÍɯÚÖÓËÐÌÙÚɂɯȹ'ÈÙÈÙÐɯƖƔƔƜȯɯƖƙƗȺȭɯ%ÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ

5ÐÌÛÕÈÔɯ6ÈÙɯɁÈËËÐÊÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÊÖÔÉÈÛɯÍÓÖÞɂȹ×ȭɯƖƙƙȺɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯËÖÊÜÔÌÕÛÌËȮɯÉÜÛɯ

there is also evidence going back to Homeric Greece and medieval Europe. Noted authors such 

as Tolstoy in War and Peace (1865-68) for the Napoleonic period and Jünger in his book In 

Stahlgewittern (1920) for World War I extensively r eport instances of combat flow. 

How should we deal with these forms of happiness in war? One solution could be to 

dismiss such feelings as inappropriate for moral reasons and to disregard them completely. 

Such a solution is in line with what many classical Greek philosophers thought. Epicurus is an 

ÌßÈÔ×ÓÌȯɯɁ3ÏÖÜÎÏɯ×ÓÌÈÚÜÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÐÕɯ$×ÐÊÜÙÌÚɀɯÝÐÌÞȮɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÚÜÉÖÙËÐÕÈÛÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

greater goal of achieving peace (ataraxia), a self-suffiÊÐÌÕÛɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÍÙÌÌɯÖÍɯÈÕßÐÌÛàɯÈÕËɯÜÕÌÈÚÌɂɯ

(McMahon 2006: 209-10). Similar ideas can be attributed to Socrates, Plato and Aristotle with 

ÛÏÌÐÙɯÕÖÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿÌÜËÈÐÔÖÕÐÈɀ. To totally neglect these forms of happiness experienced in war is, 

however, a drastic soluti on not taking into account well -documented feelings of happiness 

because they are illegitimate.  

Harari (2008: 257) proposes to differentiate between sensual pleasures such as combat flow 

from the summum bonum  of real wellbeing. Subjective feelings are not always a good indicator 

ÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÛÈÒÌÕɯÛÖɯÉÌɯȿÛÙÜÌɀ happiness. Moreover, waging war can certainly not be justified 

by an army of happy soldiers high on combat flow. Obviously, the wellbeing of the relat ively 

small number of happy soldiers must be compared to the unhappiness of the large number of 

negatively affected civilians and unhappy soldiers.  

 

Ƙȭɯ"ÓÈÐÔȯɯȿ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈËÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÞÈÙÚɀ 

One of the major results of empirical happiness research is that people adjust to some extent to 

good and bad experiences (e.g. Frey and Stutzer 2002a, 2002b, Frey 2008). There is a tendency to 

ÙÌÛÜÙÕɯÛÖɯÈɯȿÚÌÛɯ×ÖÐÕÛɀ of happiness determined by genetic factors. It must, however, be taken 

into account that the speed and extent of adjustment varies between areas and persons. For 

example, men do not adjust to being unemployed while women do (e.g. extensively Clark, 

Georgellis and Sanfey 2001). The question is whether people really adjust to war experiences. 

The finding that the ch ange in the number of victims, rather than their absolute number, 

reduces wellbeing in civil wars suggests that there is some, but no complete, adaptation to the 

conditions of conflict (Welsch 2008: 334). But there does not seem to be any evidence for other 

forms of war. It is likely that people get used to some extent to the horrors of war. When one 

Ìß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈÕàɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÚɯËÐÌȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÚÖÕȮɯÏÜÚÉÈÕËȮɯÍÈÛÏÌÙɯÖÙɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ

relative has died may be more bearable because the people affected are aware that they are no 

exception, and that other persons have had to come to terms with similar grief. On the other 

hand, one can well argue that experiencing the death of many others has a cumulative negative 

ÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÖÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯtherefore remains open. 

                                                
5 It must be emphasized that the military and political leadership are often responsible for extending the duration of 

wars. A striking example is World War II where Hitler and the Nazi establishment prolonged the war by many 

months though defeat was clear and predicted by some generals such as Rommel as well as the rebels of 20 July 

1944.  
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How should we deal with this kind of reduction of unhappiness? Should we take war to be 

less brutal and devastating because people partly adjust to its horrors? This is a quite general 

question relating to all kinds of adjustments. Frederick and Loewenstein (1999: 320) conclude 

after an extensive and careful study of adaptation: 

Would (people) stop wearing seatbelts with the assurance that they would get 

used to being paralyzed? Would they exploit an embezzlement opportunity 

knowing ÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÐÚÖÕɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÉÌɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÉÈËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÕÎɯÙÜÕȳɯ6ÌɯÚÜÚ×ÌÊÛɯÕÖÛȭ6 

However, the fact is that adaptation to such events is never complete ɬ as even the founders of 

set-point theory have now agreed (see e.g. Diener et al., 2009, 103-8). In the case of war, it seems 

to me that few people would wish to accept going to war because they know that they will get 

used to the immense sufferings. However, to ignore the process of adaptation is no convincing 

solution either, because ignoring it conflicts with emp irical observations. 

 

5. ClaÐÔȯɯȿThe happÐÕÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈËɯÐÚɯÐÙÙÌÓÌÝÈÕÛɀ 

How should we treat those persons who die in war and therefore are no longer a living part of 

society? This is a philosophical issue I cannot judge. Three solutions come to mind: 

The first is to disregard the wellbeing of the dead. This is done if the happiness of people is 

measured by representative surveys, i.e. the most frequently used approach (see e.g. the World 

Values Survey or the Gallup World Survey of Happiness). Disregarding  the dead would not 

matter if the dead had the same average happiness level as the rest of the population. But this is 

exactly what is unknown; the dead may well be persons with a particularly high or low 

happiness potential in the future.  

Two aspects seem to me to be relevant. Why should we disregard the happiness of those 

who died but count the wellbeing of those wounded, some of whom are closer to death than to 

life? Moreover, during wars many babies will not be born who, under peaceful conditions, 

woul d have come to life. If we regard the wellbeing of the dead we should (probably) also 

consider the happiness not gained by the unborn babies. To calculate the expected future 

happiness of unborn babies is difficult. One might take the average happiness of the respective 

generation of persons living (though this evidence will be available only in the future) and 

attribute it to the unborn babies. For example, if mostly highly pessimistic persons chose not to 

have babies during a war, those respective babies must be expected to be less happy during 

their lifetime because pessimism is a characteristic depressing happiness. As a result, the 

lifetime happiness of the unborn babies is overestimated. It follows that not to have these 

babies born raises the average happiness of the population, and to that extent war is less horrific.  

The second solution is to just assume that the happiness of the dead is zero. This is, of 

course, a strong assumption but probably is considered reasonable by many people. When the 

well being of a country is measured by taking the average self-reported subjective happiness 

score multiplied by average length of life (see e.g. Veenhoven 1999) this is indeed assumed.  

The third solution would be to calculate the happiness the dead would have  experienced if 

they were still alive. The respective techniques may be derived from econometric micro -

studies. One would first have to empirically estimate the future happiness based on the 

characteristics of a person such as his or her age, socio-economic background, education, 

health, expected length of life, etc. In a second step one would have to associate these 

characteristics to the persons who died in war. This is obviously a difficult procedure and may 

result in major mistakes. In particular, if th e dead, say young soldiers killed on the battlefield, 

                                                
6 See also Fleurbaey 2009: 1060-61 
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have characteristics not captured by the happiness function estimated, the estimates may be 

seriously biased. For example, the soldiers killed might have been more than averagely 

optimistic and idealist ic. As these characteristics are positively related to happiness, a standard 

empirical approach would systematically underestimate the calculated future happiness of the 

soldiers killed. War then appears to be less damaging to happiness than it is in reality but only 

under the maintained, and probably false, assumption that soldiers are on average more 

optimistic and idealistic.  

These considerations reveal that to calculate the presumed happiness of the dead and 

unborn babies is most questionable. Moreover, it makes happiness considerations even more 

speculative than they presently are. 

Considering the grief, suffering and mourning of spouses, parents, children, other relatives 

and friends of the people who died can capture only one part of the unhappiness created by 

war. It must be emphasized that this does not account for the loss of happiness of the dead 

persons themselves. It may well be imagined that grief about a departed is immense to other 

persons, but that the person himself or herself wanted to die because he or she did not expect 

any happiness in the future.  

$Ô×ÐÙÐÊÈÓɯÌÚÛÐÔÈÛÌÚɯÓÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯɁ3ÏÌɯÓÈÙÎÌÚÛɯÌÔÖÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÓÖÚÚÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

death of a spouse; the second-worst in severity are the losses from the death of a child; the 

third -worÚÛɯ ÐÚɯ ÛÏÌɯ ËÌÈÛÏɯ ÖÍɯ Èɯ ×ÈÙÌÕÛɂɯ ȹ.ÚÞÈÓËɯ ÈÕËɯ /ÖÞËÛÏÈÝÌÌɯ ƖƔƔƜȯɯ ƕȺȭɯ !ased on an 

ȿÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÚÛÐÊɀ approach of valuing psychic effects, the loss of happiness by other persons has 

ÉÌÌÕɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÝÌÙàɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÐÕËÌÌËȯɯɁȱɯÛÏÌɯÏÌËÖÕÐÊɯÊÖÔ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕÕÜÈÓɯÈÔÖÜÕÛɯin the first 

year for the death of a child might be of the order of £ 100,000/$200,ƔƔƔɂɯ ȹOswald and 

Powdthavee 2008: 19). And the grief continues for many years. The authors find that people do 

adapt to the loss of a loved one. The question is again whether such adjustment is quicker 

during wars in which many other people die.  

 

6. Conclusions  

This paper leaves a great number of questions open. As mentioned at the beginning, I focus on 

the question of how much, if at all, peace raises the happiness of the population. Broader and 

certainly also important aspects, such as that cooperation is better than conflict and therefore 

leads to a happier population, are not further pursued here for reasons of space.  

War and peace have a large number of direct and indirect effects on happiness, difficult or 

impossible to capture. I am well aware that I have discussed only a limited pa rt of them. In 

addition there are many problems due to issues of causality and attribution, making it very 

difficult to reach any empirical insights into the effects of war on happiness.  

The paper concentrates on three fundamental claims regarding the effect of war and peace 

oÕɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÊÓÈÐÔÚɯÈÙÌȯɯȿ6ÈÙɯÉÙÐÕÎÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɀȰɯȿ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÈËÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÞÈÙÚɀȰɯÈÕËɯȿThe 

happÐÕÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈËɯÐÚɯÐÙÙÌÓÌÝÈÕÛɀ. These claims are critically discussed and it is argued that 

they are open to doubt, but that there are some ÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯÞÈÙɯÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯ

happiness. An attempt is made to discuss different solutions to deal with these claims but it 

was made clear that each one has grave disadvantages. 

I am surprised how little is known in the scholarly literature about the effect of war and 

peace on happiness ɬ at least compared to the great advances made over the last few years with 

respect to the dÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÈÕÛÚɯÖÍɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚɯÜÕËÌÙɯȿÕÖÙÔÈÓɀ conditions. While the results of this 

paper are extremely tentative, one goal of the paper has been reached if it draws attention to a 

missing and most important aspect of happiness research. 
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Taken overall, and taking account of all the uncertainties mentioned, I conclude that Bruder 

Klaus was right in advising politicians and citi zens not to extend the boundaries too far, not to 

interfere in the affairs of other countries, and most importantly, to keep peace. In these 

fundamental respects, this person living in the Alps as a hermit in the fifteenth century was 

truly wise. After con sidering what I have read and thought about while preparing this paper 

my personal conviction is unshaken: war is horrific, and all effort should be made to prevent it ɬ 

and this not only for moral reasons but also to raise the happiness of mankind. 
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Abstract:  This paper considers evidence that social and physical contexts, particularly natural 

environments, are surprisingly important for human wellbeing. In particular, the pursuit of 

happiness seems to be less a matter of individual choice than is commonly supposed. These 

ÐËÌÈÚɯÈÙÌɯÌß×ÓÖÙÌËɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÈÕɯÌßÈÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ-ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒɀÚɯ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ/ÈÙÒȭ 
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v ¶ w 
 

It is a scientific fact that the occasional contemplation of natural scenes of an 

ÐÔ×ÙÌÚÚÐÝÌɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙȱ is favorable to the health and vigor of men.  

ɬ Central Park architect Frederick Law Olmsted 1 

 

(ɀÝÌɯÛÙÐÌËɯÛÖɯÛÙÈÕÚ×ÖÙÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÖÙÛɯÖÍɯÑÖÐÌɯËÌɯÝÐÝÙÌɯÞÏÌÕɯÙÌÛÜÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ-ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒȮɯÈÕËɯ

upon my arrival at J.F.K. I realize, ÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÔÌȯɯ(ɯÈÔɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÌɯÚÏÙÐÔ×ɯÐÕɯ

the gumbo. I need my bell peppers, celery, file, sausage, my neighbors, my 

mama, my French quarter denizens. I need other people for this magic. 

ɬ Margeaux B.2 

 

1. Introduction  

In happiness, as in so many other things, location is key. Or so I will suggest. In what follows I 

want to consider the importance of context for the successful pursuit of happiness, and more 

broadly wellbeing. I will say something of social context, which has gotten the most attention  in 

this regard. But mostly I want to focus on the less-noted significance of physical context, 

specifically the benefits of proximity to the natural world. These appear to be considerable, and 

add to the case for thinking about the pursuit of happiness le ss individualistically, and more as 

a matter of context, than has been our habit. Central Park will serve as the chief vehicle for 

these reflections.  

This paper is small, and my target large. I make no pretense of establishing these claims 

conclusivelyɭor even, really, establishing them at all. My aim in what follows is, more 

modestly, to bring together several provocative lines of evidence and sketch the broad 

                                                
1 Olmsted 1993, p. 17, cited in Hartig, Berg et al. 2010. 
2 Ɂ3ÏÌàɯ*ÕÖÞɯ6ÏÈÛɯ(Ûɯ,ÌÈÕÚȮɂɯThe New York Times, June 12, 2009. 
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perspective on human wellbeing they apparently point to. It will be enough if the sketch is 

sufficiently plausible to merit further investigation. The reader will notice that I make more use 

of anecdote than is typical for an academic journal, partly because this issue is aimed to reach a 

broader audience. But anecdotes can have substantive value, caÓÓÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈËÌÙɀÚɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ

important points that otherwise might get overlooked, or bringing unanticipated possibilities to 

the fore. That seems to me the case here, where the empirical challenges to quantifying the 

benefits of nature are, to put it m ildly, steep. Yes, the anecdotes can be unrepresentative, and 

the teller less than truthful. If the anecdote is honest, and enough readers find it illuminating, 

then it has earned its keep. 

 

2. The park 

If you have ever visited New York City, or moved ther e from elsewhere, perhaps you recall 

that feeling when you first set foot on its busy, boiling streets: an electric sense of possibility, 

ÌÕÌÙÎÐáÐÕÎɯàÖÜɯÈÕËɯ×ÜÛÛÐÕÎɯÈÕɯÌßÛÙÈɯÉÖÜÕÊÌɯÐÕɯàÖÜÙɯÚÛÌ×ȭɯ3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÏÖÞɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÍÖÙɯÔÌȮɯÈÕàÞÈàȮɯ

and still is. I have visite d many cities, and none of them has quite that effect. New Orleans 

likewise has a profound impact on the psyche, but it inserts not so much a bounce as a lazy 

swing in your gait. It matters where you are, for where you are shapes not just what you do but 

hÖÞɯàÖÜɯÍÌÌÓɯÈÕËɯÛÏÐÕÒȰɯÐÕËÌÌËɯÐÛɯÔÖÓËÚɯàÖÜÙɯÝÌÙàɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓÐÛàȭɯ(ɀÔɯÈɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɯÐÕɯ-ÌÞɯ

York and New Orleans.  

New York in particular has a very odd feature: right there, smack in the middle of some of 

the most valuable real estate on the planet, they put a park. An enormous park. A park that, 

among other things, makes it very difficult to get from one part of town to another. (Come to 

think of it, you could probably fit a couple more subway lines there.) If you consider for a 

moment what New York conve ntionally stands for, this is a pretty strange thing to do. In the 

middle of the most industrious city of the most industrious nation of the most industrious age 

in the history of the planet, they set aside a huge chunk of land for a bunch of trees and grass. It 

ËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÔÈÒÌɯÈɯÓÖÛɯÖÍɯÔÖÕÌàȮɯÕÖÙɯËÖÌÚɯÐÛɯÏÌÓ×ɯÔÈÕàɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÛÖɯÙÌÈÓÐáÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÈÔÉÐÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯ

ÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÛÖɯÚÈàɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÔÈÒÌɯÈɯÓÖÛɯÖÍɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÐÕɯ-ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒɯÛÌÙÔÚȭɯ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÐÛɯËÖÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÙÌȳɯ 

Consider: we could level Central Park, pave it, and carpet it with  skyscrapers, effectively 

trading Green Manhattan for Gray Manhattan. And we could fill that annoying gap between 

the subway lines. This would bring in loads of cash, create countless jobs, and house legions of 

people at more affordable rates. I trust that most readers would find such a proposal repellent. 

But why should there be anything wrong with it?  

An obvious thought here is that Green is, to some degree, better for us than Gray: our lives 

would be impoverished by eliminating most vestiges of the natu ral world from them. But a 

deeper point, which I will also suggest, is that good places to live are not simply venues for us 

to seek out whatever we happen to want; they shape what we want, feel and do, nudging us in 

countless ways toward sensible ways of living, and away from senseless ways of living. And 

ÛÏÌàɯÎÐÝÌɯÜÚɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÕÌÌËȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÞÏÌÕɯÞÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÌÕÛÐÙÌÓàɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐáÌɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÌËȭɯ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ/ÈÙÒɯ

illustrates the limits of individual decision in the pursuit of happiness. And yet we find it at the 

epicenter of the most individualistic age in human history.  

 

3. The benefits of contact with nature  

The enjoyment of scenery employs the mind without fatigue and yet exercises it; 

tranquilizes it and yet enlivens it; and thus, through the influence of the mind  
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over the body gives the effect of refreshing rest and reinvigoration to the whole 

system. 

ɭFrederick Law Olmsted3 

 

3.1 The biophilia hypothesis 

At least one investigation suggests that Central Park is a superb place to work (n = 1). The 

study: one summer I procured a small apartment just a block from the 72 nd St. entrance to 

Central Park. I, being a philosophy graduate student, could spend many hours doing my work 

in the park, most often under a tree in Strawberry Fields. This tree, significantly, grew just a 

brief stroll from any number of cafes, restaurants, drinking holes, and ɭmy favoriteɭa 

storefront advertising soft -serve ice cream containing something like 12 calories. (Probably a 

ÍÙÈÜËȮɯÉÜÛɯÔàɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯÍÙÈÜËȭȺɯ.ÍÍÐÊÌÚɯËÖÕɀt get much better than that.  

I trust no one would be surprised that I should choose to do my reading in the park and 

not, say, my apartment living room. There are good reasons for this. A large body of evidence 

indicates that human beings tend to respond positively to natural environments: roughly 

Ú×ÌÈÒÐÕÎȮɯÊÖÕÛÈÊÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÈÛÜÙÌɯÐÚɯÎÖÖËɯÍÖÙɯÜÚȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÉÐÖ×ÏÐÓÐÈɀɯÏà×ÖÛÏÌÚÐÚɯ

first advanced by biologist E.O. Wilson, the love of nature is innate, a product of our 

evolutionary heritage. Interes tingly, some of the evidence originally cited in favor of this theory 

concerns human landscape preferences, namely that people seem generally to prefer 

environments resembling the African savanna in which much of our evolutionary history 

transpired: a good view of wide grassy expanses punctuated by trees and perhaps some water. 

Central Park, perhaps not coincidentally, resembles an idealized savanna habitat.4 

Now before laying out further evidence for biophilia, I should immediately head off a nest 

of worri ÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÜÊÏɯÊÓÈÐÔÚɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÖÒÌȭɯ3ÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯȿÉÐÖ×ÏÐÓÐÈɀɯÔÈàɯÉÌɯÓÌÚÚɯÛÏÈÕɯÐËÌÈÓȯɯÐÛɯ

strictly concerns an attraction to living  things, though much of the appeal of nature relates to 

ÕÖÕÓÐÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯȹÛÏÌɯÚÌÈȮɯÛÏÌɯÚÒàȮɯÚÛÈÙÚȮɯÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕÚȮɯÚÛÙÌÈÔÚȱȺȭ5 It can also seem romantic, 

obscuring the ways in which nature frightens (biophobia) and disgusts us. But it is no part of 

biophilia theory that people are primed to love everything in nature: what you most love can 

also be the source of your greatest pains. Strictly speaking, it is not nature per se that benefits 

us, but certain aspects of the natural world. The evolutionary claim associated with biophilia 

ÎÌÕÌÙÈÛÌÚɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÝÌÙÚÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÕÌÌËÕɀÛɯËÌÛÈÐÕɯÜÚɯÏÌÙÌȯɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙÚɯÍÖÙɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÈÓɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌÚɯ

is that people benefit from contact with nature. 6 The evolutionary story is relevant only insofar 

as it lends this idea some plausibility. Note that the idea that biophilia is innate is sometimes 

taken by critics to imply a kind of biological determinism. It does not: Wilson himself refers to 

ÐÛɯÈÚɯÈɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯɁÉÐÈÚÌËɂɯÖÙɯɁ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÌËɂɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎȮɯÞÏÌÙÌÉàɯÏÜÔÈÕÚɯÈÙÌɯÉÐÈÚÌËɯÛÖɯÈÊØÜÐÙÌɯÈÕɯ

affinity for nature. Whether any given individual actually does so, and what precise shape it 

ÛÈÒÌÚȮɯÔÈàɯËÌ×ÌÕËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛȭ7 (That said, it is a good question whether 

anyone, ever, has exhibited a preference for environments thoroughly stripped of all signs of 

ÕÈÛÜÙÌȯɯÕÖɯÎÙÌÌÕÌÙàȮɯÕÖɯÈÕÐÔÈÓÚȮɯÕÖɯÚÜÕȮɯÕÖɯÚÛÈÙÚȮɯÕÖɯÚÒàȮɯÕÖɯÍÙÌÚÏɯÉÙÌÌáÌȱȺ. 

                                                
3 Olmsted 1993. 
4 Wilson 1984. This feature of Central Park is explicitly noted by Ulrich 1995, which also includes a good overview of 

biophilia theory in relation to viewing natural landscapes.  
5 (ÛɯÐÚɯÚÖÔÌÞÏÈÛɯÔÐÚÓÌÈËÐÕÎȮɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÈÒɯÖÍɯÕÈÛÜÙÈÓɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÚɯɁÎÙÌÌÕȮɂɯÈÚɯ(ɯÖÍÛÌÕɯËÖɯÏÌÙÌȭɯɁ&ÙÌÌÕɯÚ×ÈÊÌÚȮɂɯÐÕɯ

the relevant sense, need not be green. My personal favorites tend rather to be wet. 
6 Strictly speaking, certain kinds of contact with nature. Sharks, tornados, etc. excepted. 
7 Wilson 1984, pp. 106-9. See also Ulrich 1995, pp. 75-ƛƛɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÜÚÌÍÜÓɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯɁ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÌËɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɂȭɯ 
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2ÖÔÌɯÙÌÈËÌÙÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÞÖÕËÌÙɯÞÏÈÛɯȿÕÈÛÜÙÌɀɯÔÌÈns anyway. Is the human realm supernatural? 

(ÍɯÉÌÈÝÌÙɯËÈÔÚɯÊÖÜÕÛɯÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÞÏàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕÚȳɯ3ÏÌɯÕÖÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

nature at work here is indeed vague, and should be regarded as a crude placeholder for some 

more precisely articulated not ion to be revealed through further research. We clearly respond 

differently to what are intuitively natural versus human environments: there is some 

distinction to be made here. Perhaps, in the end, we can produce the psychological benefits of 

nature via cÈÙÌÍÜÓÓàɯÊÙÈÍÛÌËɯÈÙÛÐÍÐÊÐÈÓɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛÚȮɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯȿÕÈÛÜÙÌɀɯ×ÌÙɯÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯ

respond to, but a certain range of perceptual cues. This seems to me unlikely, however.8  

 

3.2 The evidence: a sampler 

So what is the evidence that contact with nature benefits us? The literature here is surprisingly 

large, so I will only gesture at some of the more representative studies; this is not meant to be a 

comprehensive literature review. To simplify, I will focus on psychological benefits such as 

increased happiness or otherwise improved psychological functioning, setting aside other ways 

in which nature experiences can benefit us: for instance, offering deeply meaningful forms of 

engagement with matters of independent worth, 9 the added perspective it can bring towa rd 

human life, the cultivation of virtues like modesty, humility or wonder, or the aesthetic goods of 

contemplating beauty. 10 I will not commit to any particular conception of happiness here, but 

use the term broadly to refer to matters of subjective wellbeing, particularly emotional 

wellbeing. 11 

Much of the literature directly addressing questions of benefit concerns the impact of 

nature exposures on health. While not directly relevant to questions of happiness, the observed 

health benefits are plausibly mediated by, or at least associated with, greater emotional 

wellbeing (stress reduction, etc.). Perhaps the best-known study of this sort, published in 

Science in 1984, found that gallbladder surgery patients randomly assigned to rooms with a 

window view of a  natural setting (i.e., some trees) had significantly shorter hospital stays (7.96 

versus 8.7 days post-op), fewer negative comments about their condition recorded by nurses, 

fewer minor complications, and had a lower need for painkillers than patients who se windows 

faced a brown brick wall. 12 Similarly, a study of Michigan prisoners randomly assigned to cells 

                                                
8 There is reason to doubt that recognizably artificial environments can reproduce the full benefits of nature 

exposure (see, e.g., Kahn, Severson et al. 2009, Kjellgren and Buhrkall 2010; thanks to an anonymous referee for these 

references). But it may be that lively urban environments like Manhattan are gratifying precisely because they share 

certain perceptual features with natural environments. If nothing else, they are much more stimu lating and visually 

interesting than simplified, predictable suburban communities.  
9  This seems to me a very important benefit of nature, one that cannot easily, if at all, be reproduced by artificial 

means. A helpful illustration of the way this might b ÌɯÝÈÓÜÈÉÓÌɯÐÚɯ#ÈÙÞÈÓÓɀÚɯɁ ÙÐÚÛÖÛÌÓÐÈÕɯÛÏÌÚÐÚȮɂɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ

part of the good life involves appreciative engagement with matters of independent value ( Darwall 2002).  
10 I also set aside an interesting body of researÊÏɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÕÌÍÐÛÚɯÖÍɯɁÊÖÕÕÌÊÛÌËÕÌÚÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÈÛÜÙÌɂɯÖÙɯɁÕÈÛÜÙÌ-

ÙÌÓÈÛÌËÕÌÚÚɂɯȹÌȭÎȭȮɯMayer and Frantz 2004, Nisbet, Zelenski et al. 2010). This literature mainly assesses the wellbeing 

ÐÔ×ÈÊÛÚɯÖÍɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯattitudes to, and general sense of connection with, the environment. But the benefits of, say, 

valuing nature are quite distinct from the benefits of experiencing nature. You might feel a kinship with nature, or 

value its preservation, without actually having much experience of it (cynics might quip that the latter actually 

promotes the former). Similarly, the finding that valuing material success may reduce happiness has little or no 

bearing on whether material success itself reduces happiness (Kasser 2002).  
11 I defend an emotional state theory of happiness in Haybron 2005 and Haybron 2008.  
12 Ulrich 1984. Some of the studies I discuss, including this one, could fairly be criticized on one or another count. 

This study, e.g., only had 46 patients. But most of the effects discussed here have been confirmed by multiple 

studies, so not much hangs on any particular study. For a good but slightly dated review of research on the health 

and psychological benefits of nature exposure, see Frumkin 2001. An excellent popular discussion of this literature 

appears in Louv 2008. 
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facing either the prison courtyard or rolling farmland found a 24% higher rate of sick calls 

among those whose cells faced inward, toward the prison y ard.13  

Other studies directly assess anxiety and stress responses, as well as behavioral impacts of 

nature. Dental patients, for instance, reported less anxiety and had lower blood pressure when 

a mural of a nature scene was hung in the waiting room than o n days when it was removed. 14 

(ÔÔÌÙÚÐÝÌɯÕÈÛÜÙÌɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÖɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÐ×ÈÕÛÚɀɯÝÈÓÜÐÕÎɯÖÍɯȿÐÕÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɀɯ

ÝÌÙÚÜÚɯȿÌßÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɀɯÈÚ×ÐÙÈÛÐÖÕÚɭmeaning, roughly, that people seem to become less materialistic 

and more caring and concerned with inh erently rewarding activities when engaged with the 

natural world. 15 

Cognitive functioning also appears to improve through nature experiences. Performance on 

tasks like proofreading seems to improve  from viewing nature scenes, as does attention, 

alertness, and focus.16 Similarly, children with attention deficit disorder (ADD) focus better, 

and otherwise show diminished symptoms, following nature -related activities such as 

camping.17  

Camping and other immersive activities seem, unsurpris ingly, to do more good than does 

ÔÌÙÌÓàɯÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÈɯÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÈɯÕÈÛÜÙÈÓɯÚÌÛÛÐÕÎȭɯȿ'ÖÙÛÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÛÏÌÙÈ×àɀȮɯÍÖÙɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌɭgardeningɭ

appears to be useful in helping various populations, including prisoners and psychiatric and 

cardiac patients.18 (One observer reportÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÎÈÙËÌÕÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÈɯ×ÙÐÚÖÕɯÏÈÚɯÈɯɁÚÛÙÈÕÎÌÓàɯÚÖÖÛÏÐÕÎɯ

ÌÍÍÌÊÛɂɯ ÖÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ ×ÙÐÚÖÕÌÙÚȮɯ ÔÈÒÐÕÎɯ Ɂ×ÈÊÐÍÐÚÛÚɯ ÖÍɯ ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐÈÓɯ ÉÈÛÛÓÌÙÚȭɂ19) Similarly, wilderness 

experiences have been used to treat a variety of problems, medical and otherwise. Inner-city 

children, for in stance, reported greater wellbeing and self-esteem after attending a rural camp.20 

'ÌÈÓÛÏàɯÈËÜÓÛÚɯÞÏÖɯÛÖÖÒɯ×ÈÙÛɯÐÕɯƖɯÛÖɯƘɯÞÌÌÒɯÞÐÓËÌÙÕÌÚÚɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÈÔÚɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËɯɁÈÕɯ

increased sense of aliveness, well-ÉÌÐÕÎȮɯÈÕËɯÌÕÌÙÎàȭɂ21 In fact a heightened sense of vitality, 

ÌÕÌÙÎàȮɯÖÙɯȿÍÌÌÓÐÕÎɯÈÓÐÝÌɀɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯØÜÐÛÌɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÞÏÖɯÌÕÎÈÎÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȮɯÈÚɯ

well as improved recovery from fatigue. 22  

Note that even a weeks-long wilderness program is unlikely to reproduce the psychic 

impact of living close to t he land full -time, as humans did for most of their history. Truly to 

become fully engaged with a natural environment arguably takes months or years. Even those 

well -acquainted with the local landscape and wildlife may take weeks to fully adjust after 

being away for very long. Reproducing that experience in a representative sample of the 

population would not be a trivial task. I will present further evidence of the benefits of nature 

below, in Section 4.6. 

 

4. The architecture of happiness 23 

Suppose nature does make us happier. What follows? The obvious take-home is that we, as 

individuals, should bear that fact in mind when deciding what to do. We could consider 

                                                
13 Moore 1981.  
14 Heerwagen 1990. 
15 Weinstein, Przybylski et al. 2009. 
16 Hartig, Mang et al. 1991, Cimprich and Ronis 2003, Berman, Jonides et al. 2008, Kaplan and Berman 2010.  
17 Faber Taylor, Kuo et al. 2001, Kuo and Faber Taylor 2004, Faber Taylor and Kuo 2009.  
18 For references, see Frumkin 2001. 
19 Neese 1959, cited in Frumkin 2001, p. 236. 
20 Readdick and Schaller 2005. 
21 Greenway 1995, cited in Frumkin and Louv 2009, p. 3. See also Ryan, Weinstein et al. 2010.  
22 Ryan, Weinstein et al. 2010 
23 With a tip of the hat to De Botton 2008ȮɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ(ɯÜÚÌɯȿÈÙÊÏÐÛÌÊÛÜÙÌɀɯÔÖÙÌɯÉÙÖÈËÓàȮɯÛÖɯÙÌÍÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÈÕËɯ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯ

structure of our environment.  
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spending more time in parks and other green spaces, or even moving someplace wherÌɯÞÌɀÓÓɯ

find more contact with the natural world.  

I want to suggest something a bit more radical than that: Not that we should go back to 

living in the trees. Rather, I suggest that the overwhelming focus in our culture on what 

individuals can do to make themselves happier is a mistake. There are several reasons for this.  

 

4.1 The collective pursuit of happiness 

%ÖÙɯÚÛÈÙÛÌÙÚȮɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÛÈÒÌɯÈɯÎÌÕÐÜÚɯÛÖɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÔÈÒÌɯ×ÈÙÒÚȮɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÐÚɯ

rather unremarkable fact gets remarkably litt le attention in the literature on happiness. Parks 

are a paradigm case of public goods, along with clean air, national defense, and many other 

good things that typically require collective action to secure. Some of these things are very 

important to happin ess. Relationships, and social capital more generally, are widely thought to 

be the most important source of happiness, but there is only so much one person can to do 

secure them.24 It takes a village, as they say, to make a village. You can go sit on your porch, but 

ÐÛɯÞÖÕɀÛɯËÖɯàÖÜɯÔÜÊÏɯÎÖÖËɯÐÍɯÕÖɯÖÕÌɯÚÛÖ×ÚɯÛÖɯÊÏÈÛȭɯ(ÍɯàÖÜÙɯÍÙÐÌÕËÚɯÈÙÌɯÛÖÖɯÉÜÚàɯÛÖɯ×ÓÈàȮɯÖÙɯ

àÖÜɀÙÌɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÐÙÌËɯÖÍɯÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÊÈÓÓÚɯÛÖɯÛÙÈÊÒɯÖÕÌɯËÖÞÕȮɯàÖÜɯÎÌÛɯÛÖɯÚÛÈàɯÏÖÔÌɯÈÕËɯÞÈÛÊÏɯ35ȭɯ2ÖÔÌɯ

things, perhaps most things worth having, people need to wor k out together. Central Park was 

one of them: had forward -thinking citizens and planners not made a point of setting aside a 

huge swath of real estate for a public green spaceɭÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯÓÐÔÐÛÐÕÎɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɀɯÍÙÌÌËÖÔɯ

to use that land as they saw fitɭthÌÙÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÕÖɯ×ÈÙÒɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÖɯÚÌÌÒɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÏÈ××ÐÕÌÚÚȭɯ ÕËɯ

it would be a lot harder for many people to follow the advice to give themselves a bit of nature.  

So while I have emphasized the importance of place for happiness in this paper, places like 

Central Park need people to make them happen, and even good-old-fashioned nature often 

requires human effort to preserve. The happiness generated by Central Park is a product not 

simply of geography but of human choice, notably the inspired choices of landscape architects 

Frederick Law Olmstead and Calvert Vaux, not to mention the many people whose efforts have 

sustained the park over the years. Happiness is indeed being pursued here, but the endeavor is 

ÕÖÛɯÚÖɯÔÜÊÏɯÈÉÖÜÛɯȿÔÌɀɯÈÚɯÞÌɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÚÜ××ÖÚÌȮɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯȿÞÌȮɀɯÈÕËɯȿÛÏÖÜȭɀɯ3ÖɯÈɯ

considerable degree, we pursue happiness together, and for each other.25  

 

4.2 Underconsuming nature 

"ÖÕÛÌßÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙÚɯÍÖÙɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÙÌÈÚÖÕȯɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÊÏÖÖÚÌɯÞÌÓÓȭɯ'ÖÞɯÞÐÚÌÓàɯÞÌɯÊÏÖÖÚÌɯ

may depend substantially on whether we li ve in the right sort of environment. There is good 

reason to think people systematically underconsume nature, for example: we avail ourselves of 

it too little given the magnitude of its benefits to us. The biophilia literature suggests one reason 

for this:  we benefit more from exposure to the natural environment than we realize. Everyone 

ÒÕÖÞÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɀÚɯ×ÓÌÈÚÈÕÛȮɯÉÜÛɯÍÌÞɯÙÌÈÓÐáÌɯÑÜÚÛɯÏÖÞɯÌßÛÌÕÚÐÝÌɯÐÛÚɯ×ÚàÊÏÐÊɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÐÚȮɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÍɯÐÛɯ

potent but subtle and easily overlooked. And even when we know it will be goo d for us, we 

often forgo opportunities to partake. During my summer living by Central Park, I spent far too 

little time there, inexplicably choosing more often than not to work in my dark little walk -down 

instead of Strawberry Field. I suppose the few minuÛÌÚɀɯÞÈÓÒɯÞÈÚɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÖÖɯÔÜÊÏɯÈÎÎÙÈÝÈÛÐÖÕȰɯ

easier just to remain on the couch. There is no question the days would have been more 

pleasant, and myself happier, had I taken every opportunity to work in the park. And yet I did 

not.  

                                                
24 See Helliwell and Putnam 2004 , Helliwell, Barrington -Leigh et al. 2010. 
25 See also Thin forthcomingɬ2012. 



Central Park: Nature, context, and human wellbeing  

Haybron 

 

www .internationaljournalofwellbeing.org  241 

There is a new development in one of the outer suburbs of St. Louis. In fact, there are many 

new developments in the outer suburbs and flood plains of St. Louis. Should you venture out 

ÛÖɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÔȮɯàÖÜɯÞÐÓÓɯÒÕÖÞɯàÖÜɀÝÌɯÈÙÙÐÝÌËɯÞÏÌÕɯàÖÜɯÍÐÕËɯȹÈȺɯÈɯ×ÙÖÓÐÍÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÚÛÙÌÌÛÚɯ

named for trees, and (b) few if any actual trees. You see, most housing built in the United States 

in the last couple of decades sits on land largely bereft of arboreal matter. A smattering of runty 

little shrubs, perhaps, but, for the most part, curiously unconta minated by trees. I suppose it 

ÚÈÝÌÚɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÌÙÚɯÈɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÔÖÕÌàȮɯÕÖÛɯÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÛÙÌÌÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯÞÏàɯ

this is: for whatever reason, builders seem to mow down every tree in sight before laying down 

a new homestead. Evidently wise to the strangeness of this arrangement, they frequently 

ÊÖÔ×ÌÕÚÈÛÌɯÉàɯ×ÜÛÛÐÕÎɯÛÙÌÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÌÌÛɯÕÈÔÌÚȭɯȿ/ÐÕÌɯ"ÙÌÚÛɀȯɯÕÖɯ×ÐÕÌÚȮɯàÖÜɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÚÜÙÌɯȹÈÕËɯ

×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÈɯÎÜÓÓàȺȭɯȿ.ÈÒɯ+ÈÕÌɀȯɯÕÈÙàɯÈÕɯÈÊÖÙÕɯÐÕɯÚÐÎÏÛȭɯ 

Down one of these treeless-streets-named-for-trees, at some remove from any other sign of 

civilization ɭor natureɭyou will find a barren cul -de-sac circled by some very large, very nice 

houses. Not entirely barren, actually: one of those homes boasts, in its back yard, three very tall, 

perfectly formed coconut  ÛÙÌÌÚȭɯ(Õɯ2Ûȭɯ+ÖÜÐÚȳɯ3ÜÙÕÚɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÌàɀÙÌɯÔÈËÌɯÖÍɯÔÌÛÈÓȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÛɯ

inexpensive homes, mind you, and they are chock full of widescreen plasma TVs. The owners 

have plenty of money. Yet smart people with lots of options regularly choose, quite freely, to 

buy them, treeless yards and all. If people were willing to spend even a small sum for treesɭ

say, the cost of another plasma TVɭthen builders would, I suspect, refrain from chopping 

ÛÏÌÔɯÈÓÓɯËÖÞÕȭɯ!ÜÛɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛÓàɯÏÖÔÌÉÜàÌÙÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÛÙÌÌÚɯÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌØÜÈÛÐÖn. 

Just a matter of taste? Not likely. People who already have trees on their property typically 

quite like them, and will spend considerable sums to keep them healthy. A good shade tree 

over your deck is worth at least a plasma TV. And those streets have woodsy names for a 

ÙÌÈÚÖÕȭɯ(ÕɯÈÓÓɯÓÐÒÌÓÐÏÖÖËȮɯÐÛɯÑÜÚÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÖÊÊÜÙɯÛÖɯÔÖÚÛɯÏÖÔÌÉÜàÌÙÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÙÌÌÚɯÔÈÒÌɯÈɯÏÖÜÚÌɯÔÖÙÌɯ

desirable. It took many years before even I, who gets paid to notice such things, realized that 

my vague sense of disgust at new housing developments owed mainly to the lack of trees, and 

that good trees add a lot to a home. The failure to figure trees into the home-buying equation is 

quite understandable, but a mistake nonetheless.26 Not wise to what they might be missing, 

ÏÖÔÌÉÜàÌÙÚɯËÖÕɀÛɯÓÖÖk for it. And so they settle down to consume their plasma entertainments 

in the cavernous abodes of Tin Palms.  

 

4.3 Why needs can outstrip motivation 

(ɀÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔÈÛÐÊÈÓÓàɯÍÈÐÓɯÛÖɯÊÏÖÖÚÌɯÞÏÈÛɀÚɯÎÖÖËɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÔɭin 

particular, that people might fail to choose nature in proportion to its benefits. You might think 

ÛÏÐÚɯÐÔ×ÓÈÜÚÐÉÓÌȯɯÐÍɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÉÌÐÕÎÚɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÉÌÕÌÍÐÛɯÚÖɯÔÜÊÏɯÍÙÖÔɯÊÖÕÛÈÊÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȮɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÞÌɯ

ÏÈÝÌɯËÌÚÐÙÌÚɯÛÖɯÔÈÛÊÏȳɯ ÕËɯÐÍɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÙÈËÌɯÐÕɯÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕÈÙàɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛÚȮɯÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÖÕÌȯɯÐÍɯÞÌɯ

ÌÝÖÓÝÌËɯÈÕɯÈÍÍÐÕÐÛàɯÍÖÙɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȮɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÚÜÙÈÛÌɯmotivation to seek out 

ÕÈÛÜÙÌȳɯ(ÕɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓȮɯàÖÜɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÛÏÐÕÒȮɯÐÛɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÈËÈ×ÛÐÝÌɯÍÖÙɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÞÌÓÓÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÌ×ÌÕËɯÖÕɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯ

ÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÞÈÕÛȭɯ(ÍɯÞÌɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÌÈÛȮɯÞÌɀËɯËÖɯÝÌÙàɯÉÈËÓàɯÐÕËÌÌËȭɯ 

Call this idea the needs-motives congruency thesis ȹ-,"3Ⱥȯɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÔÖÛÐÝÌÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯ

ÙÌÍÓÌÊÛɯÞÏÈÛɀÚɯÎÖÖËɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÔȮɯÖÙɯÈÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÕÌÌËȭ27 $ÝÌÕɯÐÍɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàɯneed 

contact with natureɭwhich I doubt ɭone might expect NMCT to apply to an allegedly innate 

ÛÌÕËÌÕÊàɯÓÐÒÌɯÉÐÖ×ÏÐÓÐÈȭɯ(ÕɯÍÈÊÛɯÐÛɯÕÌÌËɯÕÖÛȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÕÖɯÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÕÒɯ-,"3ɯÏÖÓËÚɯÈÚɯÈɯ

                                                
26 I am not suggesting that any particular home purchase is a mistake. The mistake is when people give too little 

weight to the value that trees add to a home when making the decision. But giving trees due weight is, of course, 

consistent with buying a treel ess home. 
27 I previously discussed this issue in Haybron 2008. 
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ÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÓÌȭɯ3ÏÌɯÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÐÚɯÚÐÔ×ÓÌȯɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÕÖɯÚÌÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯ×ÙÌÚÚÜÙÌɯÛÖɯËÌÚÐÙÌɯÚÖÔÌɯÉÌÕÌÍÐÛɯÐÍɯ

ÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÏÌ organism can do to make its possession more likely. Early humans who 

strongly craved connection with the natural world would likely have fared no better than those 

ÞÏÖɯËÐËɯÕÖÛȮɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÔ×ÓÌɯÙÌÈÚÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÞÏÌÙÌɯÌÓÚÌɯÛÖɯÎÖȭɯ2ÐÔÐÓÈÙÓàȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÎÖod 

reason to think human immune systems need copious exposure, from an early age, to germs; 

the exposure helps train them up, and those lacking it are more vulnerable to allergies, asthma, 

and other diseases.28 'ÜÔÈÕÚɯÕÌÌËɯËÐÙÛȮɯÉÈÚÐÊÈÓÓàȮɯÉÜÛɯËÖÕɀÛɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜlarly desire it. Why? Our 

ancestors, presumably, had plenty enough of it; they were filthy. Your choices were Pigpen, 

and Pigpen. By contrast, those among them who craved fats and sweets were clearly better off: 

such things were scarce but lavish sources of energy, and the more you could get, the better. So 

ÞÌɯÊÙÈÝÌɯÍÈÛÚɯÈÕËɯÚÞÌÌÛÚȭɯ ÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÞÏàɯ(ɯÌÕËÌËɯÜ×ɯÔÈÒÐÕÎɯÔÖÙÌɯÛÙÐ×ÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÊÌɯ

cream shop than to Central Park, even though I am, and was, pretty sure the latter would have 

done me a lot more good. 

 

4.4 Context shapes us 

No one who has closely observed the conduct of the people who visit the Park, 

can doubt that it exercises a distinctly harmonizing and refining influence upon 

the most unfortunate and most lawless classes of the cityɭan influence 

favorable to courtesy, self-control, and temperance. 

ɭFrederick Law Olmsted 29 

 

$ÝÌÙàɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÚɯÛÖɯÈɯÊÖÕÕÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȱɯ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÈÓÓɯÒÐÕËÚɯ

love something beautiful and will talk to each other when they see it. They 

change the way they behave. It changes the way they feel about themselves and 

each other. 

ɭLynden Miller 30 

 

Context matters for a third reason: it shapes our mental lives, and with them our behavior. To a 

surprising extent, the choices you make depend on the environment in whi ch you make them. 

Not simply because you include information about the context in your deliberations, though. 

(ÛɀÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÏÌÓ×ÚɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯËÌÓÐÉÌÙÈÛÖÙȭɯ 

Olmsted and Miller observe this about Central Park, and doubtless many readers have 

noticed this too. New Yorkers take on a different demeanor in the park: quicker to laugh, easier 

to smile, more open, friendly, and loose. They slow down, soften. They even listen. (Something 

I wish they would do in expensive concert halls.) Watch or listen t Öɯ/ÈÜÓɯ2ÐÔÖÕɀÚɯConcert in the 

Park, or the Simon and Garfunkel version, and you sense New Yorkers at their best. No doubt 

ÚÖÔÌÖÕÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÙÖÞËɯÎÖÛɯÛÌÚÛàȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÌÈÚàɯÛÖɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌȭɯ8ÖÜɯÎÌÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÏÜÕËÙÌËɯ

thousand souls connecting with each other, and it is not just the music: the setting is key. A 

Times Square performance would not have been the same. This is one of the great 

ÊÖÔ×ÌÕÚÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÈÕɯÈÍÛÌÙÕÖÖÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÒȯɯàÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÑÜÚÛɯÎÌÛɯÈɯÙÌÞÈÙËÐÕÎɯÛÈÚÛÌɯÖÍɯÕÈÛÜÙÌȰɯàÖÜȮɯ

yourself, undergo a transformation of consciousness and personality. You soften, and open up 

both to the natural surrounds and to the now less -strange strangers around you. It is easier to 

                                                
28 3ÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯɁÏàÎÐÌÕÌɯÏà×ÖÛÏÌÚÐÚȭɂɯ%ÖÙɯÈɯÙÌÝÐÌÞȮɯÚÌÌɯSheikh and Strachan 2004.  
29 Olmsted and Sutton 1997, p. 96. 
30 Ɂ&ÈÙËÌÕɯËÌÚÐÎÕÌÙɯ+àÕËÌÕɯ,ÐÓÓÌÙɯÚÈàÚɯÈɯÏÌÈÓÛÏàɯÊÐÛàɯÕÌÌËÚɯÉÌÈÜÛÐÍÜÓɯ×ÈÙÒÚȮɂɯÉàɯ2ÈÙÈÏɯ&ÖÖËàÌÈÙȮɯGrist, November 

12, 2010. 
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connect, or at least feel a connection, with fellow New Yorkers in the park, and as a result you 

get a welcome respite from the relative loneliness and alienation that often attends city life.  

We have always known that human beings are sensitive to their environment. But recent 

work in psychology suggests that we are far more sensitive than most people realize. The 

traditional story of human nature in the modern West ɭcall it individualismɭpaints us as 

rational, autonomous, agents who properly direct our lives through conscious decision. And 

thus do we respond to our surrounds: we observe what goes on around us and take that 

information into account. But the conscious, reasoning self calls the shots. At least ideally, 

individuals are strongly self -determining.  

Not all cultures have seen us this way, however, and growing numbers of researchers are 

bÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖÜÉÛɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɯÛÖÖȭɯ+ÌÛɀÚɯÊÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÚÛÐÕÎɯÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÈÎÌÕÊàɯÈÕËɯ

wellbeing contextualism.31 1ÖÜÎÏÓàɯÚ×ÌÈÒÐÕÎȮɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛÜÈÓÐÚÛÚɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÓÐÝÌÚɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯ

go best when they are, to a significant extent, shaped by their social and environmental context. 

In short, people live better given some mix of constraints and assists. Individualists, by 

contrast, think human lives go best when individuals, as much as possible, determine the shape 

of their lives. Individualism and contextual ism are typically motivated by very different views 

of human psychological functioning. In particular, individualists normally see autonomous, 

conscious decision-making  as the healthy norm for human action. Whereas contextualists tend 

to regard much of wha t we do as quite fittingly shaped by our circumstances, in ways that 

often bypass conscious choice. For the contextualist, then, the good life will depend 

substantially on living in the right sort of environment ɭone that conduces to good choices and 

otherw ise nourishes us. Individualists take the good life to be fundamentally an individual 

matter, dependent on whether people choose wisely, and perhaps also on whether people have 

the options to live as they wish. Environments are important, of courseɭit is better to live in 

Italy than North Korea ɭbut only because a poor environment can get in the way of the 

ÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɀÚɯÓÐÝÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÚÏÌɯÍÙÌÌÓàɯÊÏÖÖÚÌÚȭ 

To an individualist, then, Central Park is a good thing because it gives people something 

they want. In economiÚÛÚɀɯÛÌÙÔÚȮɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÖËÐÛàɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɯÊÈÕɯÊÏÖÖÚÌȮɯÖÙɯÕÖÛȮɯÛÖɯ

consume. And when in the park, what people do will depend on their preferences, their 

deliberations, their personalities.  

I am suggesting that individualism ɭthe usual way of looking at thingsɭbadly understates 

ÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛɯÖÕɯÖÜÙɯ×ÚàÊÏÌÚȭɯ ɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÓÐÒÌɯ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ/ÈÙÒȮɯÍÖÙɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌȮɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯ

just satisfy our preferences; it shapes them. It is not simply a venue for making choices; it 

influences the choice-making process itself, substantially below the radar of consciousness. And 

it is good, in part, because it makes us better choosers. Indeed, it has a multitude of salutary 

effects on our functioning more broadly, making us more perceptive, sensitive, and so forth. As 

well, it  ÉÌÕÌÍÐÛÚɯÜÚɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛÓàɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÊÏÖÐÊÌÚȯɯÐÛɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÜÚɯÏÈ××ÐÌÙȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÐÍɯÞÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÙÌÈÓÐáÌɯ

that it does. It gives us something we may not know is good for us. At least, many contexts are 

like this; while the evidence on Central Park itself is largely anecdot al, the power of situations 

to influence our functioning in these ways is well -established. It would be surprising, and 

certainly contrary to my own experience, if Central Park lacked this power.  

 

4.5 The evidence for contextualism 

These are, clearly, large issues. Here I can only hope to gesture very broadly at the research 

favoring contextualism. There are roughly two bodies of literature here, the most important of 

                                                
31 For furthe r discussion of the individualism/contextualism distinction, see Haybron 2008.  




