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Preface
What does it mean to be happy? This question has guided and
motivated me throughout my studies, even if I might not have been
fully aware of it during my first years as a student. Initially it was
mostly a personal matter, but (to me) it seemed just as relevant to the
scientific debates we discussed in class, and I soon started foraging my
study-books for answers. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this actually yielded
even more questions. Can you measure what defines a good life? Who
decides what we consider progress? Is happiness a personal or social
matter? And is happiness about pleasure, or just as much about living a
good and perhaps even ‘beautiful’ life? While studying the Master
programme Humanistic Studies, and especially during my internship at
the Erasmus Happiness Economics Research Organisation (EHERO), I
realised that these questions could (and probably will) keep me busy
for the rest of my life. Nonetheless, this thesis is an attempt to
structure and perhaps even answer some of them. The European
Commission’s Beyond GDP project soon surfaced as an interesting and
fruitful topic for study, but I always wondered whether this project
might have underexposed potential conflicts between its subjects: a
combination of economic growth, sustainability and wellbeing, without
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fundamental conflict, simply seemed too good to be true. Luckily, my
supervisor, dr. Fernando Suárez Müller, introduced me to theories
about the Steady State Economy, challenging the assumed compatibility
between economic growth and sustainability, and as such helped me to
understand some of the dilemmas of defining progress.
Writing this thesis took much longer than anticipated, but I am glad
that my supervisors were endlessly patient and allowed me the time I
needed to come to grips with these topics. To me, it has been an
invaluable academic and personal learning experience. Therefore, I
wish to express profound gratitude to Fernando Suárez Müller, for his
continuous support, for challenging me to think more critically, and
helping me to understand these topics in a much broader and
philosophical context. Also, I thank Isolde de Groot for her
constructive feedback, for stressing the importance of a clear structure,
and for her ideas on the educational relevance of this topic. I thank my
fellow students for hours of ‘debate’ (or perhaps better: dialogue),
possibly even more hours spent on coffee breaks, and the shared
experience of finally wrapping up an enjoyable and intensive three- (or
four) year study. Last but not least, of course I thank my friends,
family and especially Lars Gorissen for their care, interest and support.
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Short summery
In this thesis, we study the European Commission’s declared intention
to measure societal progress from a perspective that goes Beyond GDP.
Wellbeing is a central concept in this respect, since it defines what we, as
a society, value as a good human life. In this study, we assume that this
term has no single, static definition, but ‘comes into being’ through its
use in language and practice. We use critical discourse analysis to study
the role and meaning of the concept in key literary works from the
European Commission’s Beyond GDP (BGDP) project. This ‘discourse’
is compared with works from the academic Steady State Economy (SSE)
approach, whose paradigmatic proposition is that human wellbeing
without economic growth is possible. As such, we try to answer the
question “How could the Steady State Economy approach to wellbeing contribute
to the declared intention of the European Commission to go ‘beyond GDP’?”
Findings suggest that the BGDP project adheres to a plural, objective
understanding of wellbeing, valuing individual freedom and cultural
diversity, and aiming for political consensus. The SSE approach
combines a eudaimonic approach, with a Kantian moral system which
prioritises ethical considerations. Public policy aimed at sustainable
progress is about making trade-offs, and is thus a normative process, a
point which seems problematic in the ‘objective’ BGDP approach. We
conclude that the SSE approach could contribute to the BGDP project
6

by exemplifying a structured approach to the moral dilemmas of
sustainable progress.

Korte samenvatting
In deze thesis onderzoeken we de intentie van de Europese Commissie
om maatschappelijke vooruitgang te begrijpen als meer dan
economische groei. Welzijn is hierbij een centraal begrip, aangezien het
bepaalt wat we waarderen als een goed menselijk bestaan. In deze
thesis gaan we niet uit van één statische, vastomlijnde definitie, maar
zien we welzijn als een concept dat betekenis krijgt in dagelijks
(taal)gebruik. Met behulp van kritische discours-analyse onderzoeken
we welke rol en betekenis welzijn heeft in het werk van twee groepen
die vraagtekens plaatsten bij het gebruikelijke idee dat economische
groei essentieel is voor vooruitgang; namelijk het Beyond GDP (BGDP)
project van de Europese Commissie, en de academische stroming
gericht op de Steady State Economy (SSE). Zo zoeken we antwoord op
de hoofdvraag “Hoe kan de SSE aanpak bijdragen aan de intentie van de
Europese Commissie om voorbij economische groei te gaan?” Het BGDP project
lijkt welzijn te interpreteren als een multidimensionaal, objectief begrip,
waarin waarden als individuele vrijheid en culturele diversiteit een rol
spelen, en waarmee politieke consensus haalbaar is. SSE denkers
combineren een eudaimonische interpretatie met een Kantiaans moreel
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systeem dat morele overwegingen prioriteit geeft. Het ontwikkelen van
publiek beleid gericht op duurzame maatschappelijke vooruitgang
vereist een afweging tussen verschillende waarden en is dus een moreel
proces. Dit lijkt incompatibel met de objectieve benadering van het
BGDP project. We concluderen daarom dat de SSE kan bijdragen aan
het BGDP project als voorbeeld van een gestructureerde aanpak van
de morele dilemma’s rondom duurzame vooruitgang.

8

Extensive summery
This study aims to contribute to a better understanding of what it
means to progress as a society. How does one start to tackle such a
comprehensive question? Here, we have chosen to focus on two
specific projects which challenge currently dominant approaches to
measuring progress. Firstly, the European Commission’s Beyond GDP
(BGDP) project aims to develop indicators “that are as clear and
appealing as GDP, but [are] more inclusive of environmental and
social aspects of progress” (European Commission, 2014a). Secondly,
we consider the academic field studying and advocating the Steady State
Economy (SSE). This approach criticises the “rhetoric that there is no
conflict between growing the economy and protecting the
environment”, and promotes a ‘stationary economy’; one that neither
grows nor declines, but remains at a certain sustainable level of
‘throughput’ (CASSE, 2015a).
By questioning the idea that economic growth is essential for progress,
these two projects challenge the currently dominant growth paradigm, a
comprehensive model of reality which defines the good life as an
affluent life and progress as the accumulation of material resources. As
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such, these projects direct attention to the practical matter of how to
measure progress, but also to more foundational questions about what
it means to live a full, good life. In turn, this opens up debates about
sustainability, morality, politics, measuring wellbeing and the role of
our economic system. The concept of wellbeing is central to all these
debates in one way or another. Because how we define wellbeing
determines what we wish to sustain; what we see as the proper role
and aim of public policy; and what goods and services we value.
Nonetheless, we assume that the term has no single, static definition,
but ‘comes into being’ through its use in language and practice. In this
thesis, we use critical discourse analysis to study how the concept
wellbeing is used in several key literary works of the BGDP project and
SSE approach.
Our findings suggest that thinkers from the BGDP project define
wellbeing as the availability of several ‘functionings’ which are regarded
as valuable irrespective of whether people actually desire or find
pleasure in them. The BGDP thinkers seem to value individual
freedom and cultural diversity, whilst trying to develop a universal
measure of progress which can be accepted and adopted by a wide
array of political parties. Thinkers from the SSE approach, on the
10

other hand, define wellbeing as implying certain virtues, such as living
sustainably, caring for others, humility, stewardship and a sense of
sufficiency. The SSE approach seems to implicitly combine this
eudaimonic approach to wellbeing with a Kantian universal moral
system, which means that moral considerations should take precedence
over wellbeing when conflicts between the two arise.
A comparison between the role and meaning of wellbeing in the works
of the BGDP project and SSE approach reveals that both groups use
their interpretation of true wellbeing as a way to positively showcase
their worldview. By stressing that going beyond GDP or maintaining a
Steady State Economy can contribute to a better life, these groups
entice people to adopt their theories. However, by focusing on one
specific interpretation of the good life, these groups also exclude
certain alternative interpretations1. For example; in their aim to remain
as objective and value-free as possible, the BGDP thinkers seem to
forego the inherently normative nature of any statement about what
comprises ‘the good life’, and obscure the moral dilemmas of making a

Although our analysis of the SSE approach did not focus explicitly on the
marginalising effect of their theories, this approach does posit certain values and
assumptions as superior to others, and therefore discounts alternative
interpretations.
1
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trade-off between wellbeing and sustainability. Also, by focusing on
opportunities rather than ‘ends’, this approach sparsely considers how
possibilities actually affect people’s subjective wellbeing. The SSE
approach, on the other hand, sometimes seems to forego the practical
reality that sustainability and wellbeing will not likely (or in time) be
achieved in the absence of political consensus. Therefore, a less
normative, political discourse might be needed to reach consensus,
without downplaying the importance of their moral considerations.
However, all in all, these two projects might be most valuable for
stirring up a debate about what it means to life a full, good human life.
Although we might never reach a consensual answer, to ask this
question means to improve our understanding of progress and thus
our ability to chase it.
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I. PROLOGUE
“GDP counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances
to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors
and the jails for the people who break them. It counts the destruction
of the redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl.
Yet GDP does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of
their education or the joy or their play . . . or the beauty of our poetry.
It measures everything, in short, except that which makes life
worthwhile. ”
Robert F. Kennedy, speech at the University of Kansas, March 18th, 1968
“If the Earth must lose that great portion of its pleasantness for the
mere purpose of enabling it to support a larger, but not a better or
happier population, I sincerely hope, for the sake of posterity, that they
will be content to be stationary, long before necessity compels them to
it. It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary condition of
capital and population implies no stationary state of human
improvement. There would be as much scope as ever for all kinds of
mental culture, and moral and social progress; as much room for
improving the Art of Living, and much more likelihood of its being
improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed by the Art of Getting
On. ”
John Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy with Some of their Applications
to Social Philosophy, 1848

17

1. Introduction
1.1 Progress beyond GDP
How can we know whether we are making progress as a society? Since
mid-20th century and up until recently, the answer to this is important
but complex question has often been to increase our Gross Domestic
Product (GDP). GDP measures the production of all goods and
services within a country. It has long fulfilled the role of a clear and
simple indicator of economic development, and therefore of overall
societal progress. However, over half a century since GDP gained
impetus during the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944, it is more and
more often recognised that this economic indicator has, unfairly and
misleadingly, directed too much attention to mere economic growth.
When GDP was initially developed and implemented during the 1940s,
the aim of this instrument was to address the social and economic
upheaval after two global wars and the Great Depression and thus to
stimulate overall growth of the economy. However, societies nowadays
face very different challenges, such as great economic inequalities,
environmental degradation and social unrest. Unlike the post-war
context of widespread poverty, these problems cannot be addressed by
mere economic growth. Moreover, GDP has many shortcomings; for
18

example, it does not take into account unequal distribution or
sustainable use of resources, and reflects only financial growth, not
true human wellbeing (Costanza et al., 2009).
These objections to GDP have led to considerable political consensus
to go beyond GDP, especially in the European Union (EU) (Beyond
GDP, 2007). In their 2009 roadmap GDP and Beyond, the European
Commission determined key actions to develop improved indicators of
progress, and proclaimed their aim “to provide indicators that do what
people really want them to do, namely measure progress in delivering
social, economic and environmental goals in a sustainable manner”
(European Commission, 2009). Several important policy and research
documents followed, as well as the development of the on-going
Beyond GDP project (BGDP) by the European Commission. In 2013, a
first update revealed that several practical steps were undertaken to
develop indicators of sustainable economic, social and environmental
progress (European Commission, 2013). With its aim to go beyond
GDP, the EU is at the forefront of a new understanding of progress.
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1.2 Progress in a full world
Associated with the central position of GDP is the belief that
(economic) growth is good. Economic expansion was a guiding
principle during the Bretton Woods conference and following
economic reforms, and remained to be so when the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (now part of the World Bank) adopted GDP as a measure
to assess quality of life and successful public policy, and as a guide for
the allocation of funds during the 1940s. Perhaps due to its clarity and
simplicity, many economists, politicians and the media still treat GDP
as though it represents overall development (Costanza et al., 2009:6).
The popularity of this growth-oriented indicator is strengthened by a
modern European paradigm favourable of economic growth,
technological innovation and scientific development (Spangenberg,
2010). Within this paradigm, assumptions and values from different
structures in society, such as the economy and science, interact and
mutually reinforce each other. For example, the economic belief that
increased consumption will always lead to greater happiness, spurs
evermore technological innovation and scientific research to make this
possible (Becker, 2012:58). This belief in the constant need for
20

expansion is solidly engrained in our society and influences much of
our personal lives as well as (inter)national policy (Jackson, 2009:3)2.
The growing criticism of GDP coincides with (or is a consequence of)
wider debates about the soundness of the growth-is-good paradigm. In
recent years, much popular and scientific attention has been given to
the possibility of and need for non-economic or non-growth
prosperity (such as Jackson, 2009; Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2013 and
Czech, 2013). These criticisms maintain that economic growth is not a
necessary precondition for human flourishing and is unsustainable and
harmful in its current form, because it leads to an unstable economy
and causes depletion of the finite stocks of natural resources.
1.2.1 Ecological economics
The relation between environmental degradation and ever-growing
consumption and production has been a specific point of concern for
many critics of the growth paradigm. For example, they might refer to
climate change, reminding us that average temperatures will likely rise 4ºC
by 2100, even if current sustainability commitments are kept (Brülde,
2015:157); or they could mention biodiversity loss, as the extinction rate

2

We will discuss the ‘growth-is-good paradigm’ in more detail in chapter 5.
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increased between 100 and 1,000 times since the industrial revolution
(Rockstrom et al., 2009); they might refer to land degradation, which has
increased to a rate of 0. 8% each year (MEA, 2005 Costanza et al.,
2014:11); or to the discovery of two large ozone holes and thinning of
the global ozone layer (Costanza et al., 2014:10). All in all, these critics
regard economic activity as detrimental to the environment, and
economic growth as a process certain to cause (further) environmental
catastrophe.
A scientific field that addresses the need for non-economic progress
perhaps most structurally is that of Ecological Economics. Research within
this field aims to better understand the relation between ecology and
economics by defining the economy in physical terms (Gowdy &
Erikson, 2005). Within Ecological Economics there are still a wide
range of diverging opinions on how to reconcile the material finiteness
of our environment with that of a (growing) economy, for example
advocating either economic degrowth, a-growth3 or a stagnant
development (Martínez-Allier et al, 2010:1743). However, most
thinkers of Ecological Economics lack the common trust in

A-growth refers to the belief that we should not necessarily aim for economic
growth or degrowth, but be indifferent to the development of our economy, as
long as we ensure human wellbeing and sustainability.
3

22

technological innovation to achieve sustainability. This is in part
because of the rebound effect; the idea that “the positive impact of the
green goods and services could be cancelled out by the increases in
production and consumption, as revenues from more eco-efficient
technologies are used to consume more elsewhere in growing
economies” (Schneider et al, 2010:516). Thus, technological innovation
towards cleaner production methods is not believed to lead to
sustainability, because an increase in the world population and levels of
affluence cancels out the overall effect (Kerschner, 2010:546).
Perhaps the oldest branch of Ecological Economics advocates the
Steady State Economy (SSE), “an economy with constant stocks of
people and artefacts, maintained at some desired, sufficient levels by
low rates of maintenance ‘throughput’, that is, by the lowest feasible
flows of matter and energy from the first stage of production to the
last stage of consumption” (Daly, 1991:17). With this aim, the SSE
approach thus diverges radically from the growth-is-good paradigm. It
challenges the fundamental assumptions of our current understanding
of progress and the role of our economy in it. This makes that the
approach comprises an interesting example of how we could
understand progress in a non-growth centred society. A research into
23

the underlying assumptions and values of the SSE approach and the
BGDP project could offer valuable insights into the fundaments of
progress and its meaning for us as a society, since it questions what we
might have (unintentionally) taken for granted.

1.3 The moral act of defining progress
Rather than a mere technological debate about the soundness of either
monetary or other indicators of development, the initiative to look
beyond GDP and the call for a Steady State Economy draw attention
to the ethical questions underlying our view of progress, sustainability
and a good life. What do we want to achieve as a society? What aspects
comprise a good life? What do we owe to other generations and our
contemporaries in other parts of the world?
Sustainability and wellbeing are central concepts in this respect,
because they give (moral) content to our understanding of progress.
First of all, wellbeing can be understood as a component, as well as the
ultimate justification and goal of progress. Its specific meaning
therefore stipulates what public policy should or should not aim for.
For example, the paradigmatic proposition of the SSE approach is that
human wellbeing without economic growth is possible, and therefore
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that economic growth cannot be justified by a claim to wellbeing, in a
context of environmental degradation and scarcity (Martínez-Allier et
al, 2010:1742; Kallis & Martínez-Allier, 2010:512). How we define
wellbeing thus greatly influences how we understand progress.
Secondly, the issue of measuring progress from a non-economic
perspective, is connected to the ethical character of sustainability.
Sustainable progress is partly about ‘technical continuation’: i.e.
efficiently using our world’s finite resources. But it is also a normative
practice, since sustainability is often regarded as a virtue, as the moral
act of giving up certain pleasures for the sake of others (Becker,
2012:12). To understand the meaning of societal progress, scientists
and policy makers should thus also focus on the moral consequences
of defining progress

1.4 The current study
This study will investigate and compare how the BGDP project and
the SSE approach define wellbeing; how they make use of discourses
on wellbeing, sustainability and progress; and what philosophical and
ethical foundations underlie their theories. Both groups represent an
important voice in society whose view on progress, wellbeing and
sustainability diverges from the dominant growth-is-good paradigm.
25

Such views can help interested scientists and policy makers to
understand progress in non-monetary terms and develop measures of
progress that really diverge from and improve those currently used.
This study focuses on these two ‘abnormal’ initiatives because, while it
is never easy to sidestep the paradigm of which you are currently a
part, underlying values, assumptions and other characteristics of a
paradigm often become most visible when they are challenged by a
radically different view. Such challenges of the dominant paradigm
often manifest in language, as stakeholders with diverging interests try
to find a ‘discourse4’ to stipulate their concerns. In this study, we will
therefore use text analysis to scrutinize how thinkers from the BGDP
project and SSE approach give meaning to the concept of wellbeing.
Moreover, we will discuss the practical implications for the
measurement of progress. In sum, we will try to discern how the SSE
approach to wellbeing could contribute to the declared intention of the
European Commission to go ‘beyond GDP’.

A discourse is a framework of beliefs, knowledge and value reflected in specific
uses of language. This concept is discussed in more detail in chapter 5.
4
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2. Why study wellbeing?
The BGDP project and SSE approach stand at the intersection of
diverse debates about environmental sustainability, human wellbeing,
societal progress and our ability to measure that what makes our lives
worthwhile. Yet what do we hope to discover by studying these
groups, and why should we focus on wellbeing? In this chapter, we will
discuss the purpose and relevance of this thesis; the guiding research
questions; and an ‘operationalisation’ of some central concepts.

2.1 Purpose of the study
The goal of this thesis is twofold. Firstly, it is to give an insight into
how SSE theories could complement the European Commission’s
understanding of wellbeing. Both strands of thought are concerned
with progress, but build on different theories, assumptions and values.
A comparative research will therefore hopefully reveal how the two
approaches differ and what central questions and conflicts arise
between the quest for non-economic measures of progress by the
European Commission and the stance of the SSE thinkers which is
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generally sceptical towards economic growth5. As such, we hope to
show what philosophical issues would underlie a more general
transition from a GDP centred understanding of progress towards a
non-economic and hopefully more just approach. . The second goal of
this thesis is to encourage a discussion about measuring progress in the
European Union. Hopefully it could be a starting point for discussion,
or at least a personal learning possibility about the meaning of true
progress.

2.2 Practical and theoretical relevance
This study is relevant on several accounts. First and foremost, it
concerns fundamental questions about what makes our lives
worthwhile. The answers to these questions determine how scientists
and public institutes measure progress, which in turn greatly influences
public policy. The practical relevance of this study therefore mainly
pertains to the development of sound indicators of progress, which
not only measure accurately, but, chiefly, measure what we truly value.
Theoretically, this study is relevant because it gives a relatively

The technological soundness of, for example, the economic theories or statistical
methods will not be a focus point, as we instead focus on the basic assumptions
and values on which these groups base their theory.
5
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extensive overview of current discourses on progress, wellbeing,
sustainability and our economic system. As such, it offers insight into
these distinct topics, but could also contribute to discussions about
how they relate. For example, we discuss how the definition of
wellbeing can influence what is regarded as sustainability, and how our
economic system should reflect what society regards as valuable
progress. Although ample research has been done on the philosophical
and ethical aspects of wellbeing, sustainability and our economic
system, little has been written about how these philosophical debates
relate to each other. Moreover, this study adds to current research by
combining a rather ‘abstract’ philosophical discussion with a detailed
analysis of the exact wordings used by two influential projects
concerned with progress.
Furthermore, this study will give an overview of the philosophical and
ethical foundations of the BGDP project and SSE approach and how
these foundations determine their approach to wellbeing.
2.2.1 Humanisation
This thesis could also add to our understanding of several questions
central to humanism and humanisation. Humanism can be understood
as a worldview which is inspired by human abilities and dignity; a
29

moral and political pursuit of human dignity; and a personal quest for a
meaningful, good life (Derkx, 1993). The question of what constitutes
‘the good life’ is relevant on all three accounts, and a study on how this
question is answered by different parties in our society will also help
ourselves in answering it. As such, by studying the values of human
life, we also shed light on how public discourse can contribute to a
more humane society. Following Fernando Suárez Müller (2014), we
understand humanisation as a process of cultivating those circumstances
which allow for human dignity. In order to create such circumstances,
it is of great importance to have a ‘fair’ dialogue, based on values such
as symmetry, equality, solidarity and tolerance. A study of (European)
discourse on progress will hopefully reveal central questions and
dilemmas concerning what people value as a good life, and will give
room to those voices which are currently marginalised. As such, this
thesis could hopefully add to our understanding of wellbeing, and a
fair dialogue on what it could mean ‘to progress’. Educational
relevance
Lastly, this thesis is also relevant for educational practices and research.
This relevance follows most explicitly from the close intertwinement
between educational and societal structures. As for example stressed
30

by Gert Biesta (2012:91), democracy is not only a political structure,
but also a ‘manner of human interaction’. Education is therefore not
only a matter of stimulating cognitive competency, but also about
helping children to develop as human beings and critical democratic
citizens. In our modern, secularised, and increasingly non-hierarchical
societies, European citizens are left with much more discretionary
space; they therefore need to develop critical, moral capacities to deal
with such responsibilities. Nowadays, schools have therefore become
primary ‘moral learning communities’, argues philosopher Ruud Meij
(2006). What does such ‘moral, civic learning’ comprise? Wiel
Veugelers (2011) defines three kinds of citizenship (adaptive,
individual and critical-democratic) and shows that all build on
discipline, autonomy and social engagement.
However, as shown by Nell Noddings (2003) current educational
systems are primarily aimed at keeping societies economically strong
and to give children the opportunity to do well financially (2003:337).
Here we see that “educational aims always reflect the aims – implicit or
explicit – of the political society in which they are developed”
(2003:340). As a society, we have thus come to equate financial aims
with those of our society as well as of education. However, now that
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political discussions have come to question the soundness of financial
wellbeing as a measure of progress, this discussion merges with similar
debates among scholars of educational studies.
This shift of focus from education as cognitive development aimed at
financial security, to an emphasis on wellbeing, could greatly influence
how education is organised. For example, if schools aims to help
students live a full and happy life and to “meet their needs”, they
would offer courses that are centred on student’s interests and talents,
not just on the skills of “those who finish college and make a lot of
money” (Noddings, 2003:339). Citizenship comprises not only
occupational success and ‘political wit’, but also cultural and social
richness and diversity (Veugelers, 2011). Then, education is about
transferring culture, about helping newcomers become part of current
traditions and practices (Biesta, 2011), but then we also need to
critically reflect upon what traditions and practices we value as part of
our society. All in all, a study on the meaning of progress and
wellbeing is relevant to educational research and practice, since it helps
us to reflect upon, discuss and evaluate whether our educational
system is still compatible with our (societal) aims (Noddings,
2003:334).
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2.3 Overview and research questions
In this study, we will investigate what philosophical and ethical issues
underlie a transition from a GDP-centred to a non-economic
understanding of progress in the case of the SSE approach and BGDP
project. In doing so, we try to answer the main question “how could a
SSE approach contribute to the European Commission’s declared intention to go
Beyond GDP?” Such a transition is a complex process, which relates to
several other cultural, political, societal and scientific developments.
Therefore, we will firstly explore current debates on sustainability,
wellbeing and economics. Secondly, in order to correctly interpret the
discourses as set forth by these two initiatives, we need to understand
how they are embedded in their political, societal and scientific
context. We will therefore describe “what are the Beyond GDP project and
Steady State Economy approach?” Then, we will try to get a rather
comprehensive idea of how the BGDP project and SSE approach
understand wellbeing. To do so, we will firstly ask “how is wellbeing
defined in the key works of the BGDP project and SSE approach?” Moreover,
since we want to know what philosophical and ethical considerations
underlie these approaches to wellbeing, we will subsequently discuss
“what philosophical theories underpin their concept of wellbeing? And what
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assumptions and values do these theories imply?” Once we have a better
understanding of what exactly comprises wellbeing for these two
groups, we will need to compare perspectives on order to see how they
could complement each other. We will thus investigate “what are the
central differences and similarities between the BGDP project and SSE approach
in their understanding of wellbeing?” Subsequently, we will explore “what
possibilities and hindrances follow from these differences and similarities for
understanding progress beyond GDP? All in all, we will thus answer the
following main and sub-questions:
How could the Steady State Economy approach to wellbeing
contribute to the declared intention of the European Commission to
go ‘beyond GDP’?
1.

What is the Beyond-GDP (BGDP) project?

2.

What is the Steady State Economy (SSE) approach?

3.

What is wellbeing, according to the BGDP project and SSE
approach?
3.1 How is wellbeing defined in the key works of the BGDP
project and the SSE approach?
3.2 What philosophical theories do the BGDP project and SSE
approach use to underpin their concept of wellbeing?
3.3 What assumptions and values underlie these definitions of
wellbeing?
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4.

What are the central differences and similarities between the
current understandings of wellbeing according to the BGDP
project and the SSE approach?

5.

What possibilities and hindrances follow from the foundational
differences and similarities of the SSE approach and BGDP
project for understanding progress beyond GDP?

This thesis is structured as follows. After this introductory part, the
second part of focuses on methodology. In chapters 3 and 4, we
discuss how a discourse analysis could be conducted. The third part
explores current debates and discourses related to how we understand
progress. Chapter 5 considers the growth-is-good paradigm, chapter 6
concerns sustainability, followed by a discussion of wellbeing in
chapter 7 and of alternative economic systems in chapter 8. Based on
this theoretical framework, we will discern sensitizing concepts in
chapter 9, which will guide the analysis. Chapters 10 and 11 in the
fourth part serve to get a fuller understanding of the BGDP project
and SSE approach. Subsequently, results from the discourse analysis
are discussed in part five, starting with a discussion of terminology,
foundational theories and underlying values and assumptions in
chapters 12 and 13. After a comparison of these two approaches in
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chapter 14, we discuss practical hindrances and possibilities in chapter
15, and conclude in chapter 16.

2.4 Central themes and their meaning
Some themes are central in this research, and therefore need some
definitional explanation. Here, we will set forth a first explanation of
the Steady-state economy, wellbeing, and Beyond GDP. Rather than a clearcut definition, we here aim to provide an initial guideline for further
discussion and elaboration in subsequent chapters.
2.4.1 The Steady State Economy
Throughout history, the idea of a steady-state economy has been discussed
by many different economic theories, be it in different wordings and
with varying degrees of approval. The concept is now best known in
the terms of ecological economist Herman Daly, who described the
SSE as “an economy with constant stocks of people and artefacts,
maintained at some desired, sufficient levels by low rates of
maintenance ‘throughput’, that is, by the lowest feasible flows of
matter and energy from the first stage of production to the last stage
of consumption” (Daly, 1991:17). This definition explicates both the
state of a SSE, i.e. a constant, desired level of population and ‘artefacts’,
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and the process through which to achieve (or maintain) it, that is,
through low rates of throughput. This definition developed from a
context of environmental concern and the rising awareness that our
economy is embedded in, dependent upon and bounded by its
ecological surroundings (Daly, 1996).
2.4.2 Beyond GDP
The BGDP project is an ongoing initiative of the European
Commission to develop indicators that are as clear and appealing as
GDP, but more inclusive of environmental and social aspects of
progress (European Commission, 2014). Here, we will consider all
those parties who partake in achieving these goals. This group is not
very rigidly demarcated, since it is connected to several organisations
and thinkers. For example, the initial BGDP conference was organized
by the European Commission, European Parliament, Club of Rome,
OECD and WWF. Moreover, many non-governmental organisations
and national governments have implemented and further developed
the recommendations from the BGDP project. We will explore the
ideas, discussions, publications and practical actions put forward by
groups who are explicitly part of the BGDP project, or with a close
affinity to it.
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2.4.3 Wellbeing
Wellbeing has become an important topic of political and societal
debate. During the last decades, many institutes, NGO’s and national
governments have committed themselves to the pursuit of greater
wellbeing. However, there is no consensus on what this concept
exactly entails (Diener, 2013). Nonetheless, while there might be little
consensus on what exactly is wellbeing, there seems to be more
agreement about the relevant markers of wellbeing, i.e. indicators that
reflect some aspects of wellbeing. For example, most would probably
agree that determinants of wellbeing elicit a positive affective state, and
that certain goods and services contribute to wellbeing, such as the
fulfilment of basic needs, social affiliation and freedom (Taylor,
2015:9). The official definition of wellbeing in the BGDP project is
“people’s general satisfaction with life. A nuanced picture of
quality of life in relation to jobs, family life, health conditions,
and standards of living. It is both subjective, based on selfreporting by individuals, and objective, looking at indicatory
variables, such as leisure time, marital status, and disposable
income” (European Commission, 2014a).
While wellbeing might thus be conceptually vague, it seems to have
enough content for us to discern a meaningful subject, something
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most of us can relate to. Similarly, several scientific studies have shown
that people have little trouble with answering questions about
wellbeing, indicating that the concept is meaningful and clear to most
of us (Veenhoven, 1991).
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II. METHODOLOGY
To study a complex concept as progress is no easy task. This is not in
the least due to the fact that we are ourselves part of what we wish to
study; cultural ideas about the good life, progress and sustainability
imbue our own perceptions, making it difficult to clearly see what has
become ‘natural’ to us. Therefore we need to distance ourselves from
the topic through a critical research design. In this part, we will
elaborate on the methods chosen in this study; namely critical
Foucaultian discourse analysis based on comparative hermeneutical analysis
combined with an eco-critical perspective. Also, we will explain why the
SSE approach and BGDP project are particularly interesting research
subjects in this case. Lastly, we will consider the strengths and
weaknesses of our design.

3. Research design
This thesis will be mainly based on qualitative research; an umbrella term
referring to those techniques, approaches and methodological theories
which aim to uncover the meaning of human behaviour, experience
and their ‘products’. Founded on the assumption that people create
structures of culturally ascribed significance, qualitative research is not
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only about description, but also about interpretation; about trying to
understand what matters to people and how such values function in
society (Boeije et al., 2009:253). Within the ‘realm’ of qualitative
research, we will make use of hermeneutical methods, which aim to
uncover cultural structures and values through the analysis of language.
Specifically, we will analyse written texts such as policy documents,
press releases and academic articles. Moreover, we will focus on
tensions and conflicts in the language or discourse6 used by different
actors.

3.1 Critical Foucaultian discourse analysis
In this thesis, we will make use of critical Foucaultian discourse analysis to
study the meaning and use of the concept wellbeing in selected key
works. Discourse analysis refers to a tool used to deduce from language
information about our culture and power structures within society
(Travers, 2001:123). Discourse could be described as a framework of
beliefs, knowledge and values reflected in specific uses of language. It
is an ‘interactional order’ which emerges in social situations, since, as
we converse, we rely on and enforce a specific interpretation of reality.

A discourse is a framework of beliefs, knowledge and value reflected in specific
uses of language. It is discussed in more detail in chapter 5.
6
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Since our language and statements only have meaning if they follow
the rules created by preceding statements, language can come to be
engrained with cultural norms and values. Furthermore, if certain
characterisations become part of our manner of speaking, they can
come to enforce and conceal power structures in society (Diaz-Bone et
al., 2007). For example, our understanding of certain groups will differ
greatly when they are described as either ‘freedom fighters’ or
‘terrorists’.
Different strands of discourse analysis have been developed by, for
example, scholars Michel Foucault (1966; 1971). Foucault’s analysis of
discourse focuses on the “insurrection of subjugated knowledges”;
those forms of knowledge which are excluded from dominant
discourse (Foucault, 1980:81). He stresses the importance of struggle,
conflict, naïve knowledge; all that is marginal and hidden. His
genealogy of discourse therefore aims to uncover a ‘historical
knowledge of power struggles’ (Delanty & Strydom, 2010:327).
Foucault aims for a pure description of discursive events; since he is
not interested in the content of language, but only in its manifested
appearance.
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Moreover, we adopt a critical theory perspective, based on the school of
thought which seeks to employ scientific research to “emancipate
humankind in circumstances of domination and oppression”
(Bohman, 2015). Critical discourse analysis aims to reveal different
levels of meaning within language, and to bring to the fore
marginalized voices and critiques of the dominant paradigm. It
assumes that ingrained, covert assumptions and values can be revealed
when they are contested by actors with diverging interests and
backgrounds (Grbich, 2007:23). As such, critical discourse analysis can
be used as a method for revealing dogma, domination and force
hidden in our use of language (Delanty & Strydom, 2010). To do so, it
often uses methods from linguistics to trace evaluative terms; interpret
their meaning and underlying assumptions, and then explicate the
relations of power and ideology built into these assumptions (Travers,
2001). Here, we use comparative hermeneutic research to compare
discourses on wellbeing uphold by the BGDP project and SSE
approach. This allows us to discern ‘deviations’ between their use our
language, and helps us to understand patterns of difference (Boeije et
al., 2009:189). In sum, we use comparative hermeneutical methods to
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support a critical Foucaultian discourse analysis of the discourses on
wellbeing uphold by the BGDP project and SSE approach.

3.2 Ecocriticism
To understand what is sustainable progress, requires insight into how
we can and have interpreted nature, human nature and the relation
between humans and nature. Ecocriticism is the study of the
representations of exactly these questions in literature and art. This
field is similar to other ‘forms’ of criticism (such as feminist criticism),
in that it assumes that literature represents certain cultural beliefs, but
simultaneously influences that culture. Therefore, literature is
understood as an interactive reflection of how our understanding of
the world has changed over time7. Ecocriticism also implies a scrutiny
of the ethical implications of discourse, since it focuses on how
discourses affect how we relate to our surroundings. “Redefining the
human and nonhuman has ethical implications: discourses have
material consequences that require ethical responses” (Alaimo &
Hekman, 2015:146). Ecocritical thinkers thus study linguistic

As such, it builds on insights from New Historicism, which regards historical
studies as a means to understand ourselves, when we study those ideas on which
our culture is based (Hiltner, 2014).
7
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representations of nature, but also reflect on how such discourses
affect our practical, lived reality. In the current research, we will
similarly approach the literary works of the BGDP project and SSE
approach as representations of cultural beliefs about nature, which
have very concrete, material consequences for the lives of European
(and other) citizens.

3.3 Research population: why the BGDP project and SSE approach?
The movement towards non-economic approaches to measuring
progress signals a fundamental change in how we understand human
flourishing, the role of public policy and the justness of sustainability.
To study this transition, we have chosen to focus on the BGDP
project and SSE approach because both are well documented,
organised and exemplary of wider trends or currents of thinking. For
example, since the BGDP project is part of the European
Commission, it simultaneously represents a relatively new political
structure, and an ‘established’ and powerful political institute
representative of more conservative views in society. The BGDP
project is both authoritative and innovatory at the same time. It is one
of the most likely institutes to be able to leave behind old approaches
and translate a new paradigm into practical measures.
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The SSE approach comprises an even more radical view of economics
and sustainability. We chose to study this approach because it
challenges currently dominant views and is capable of revealing
dogmatic propositions of the growth-is-good paradigm. The reason we
chose to focus on SSE thinkers rather than another group within the
broader scientific field of ecological economics8, is because this
approach is among the oldest strands of thought on economic reform,
and SSE thinkers are relatively well organised, for example in the Centre
for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy (CASSE), an organisation
that aims to educate, promote and study all subjects concerning the
limits to economic growth and the Steady State Economy. Thus, the
SSE approach is delineated and documented well enough to devise a
study which is both adequately comprehensive and precise.

4. Data analysis
4.1 Representations of a trend
When doing hermeneutical analyses of texts, the choice of the sample
is very important, as we ascribe meaning to an entire group based on
only a few of its written products. However, it is impossible to
The relation between Ecological Economics and the SSE approach is discussed
in chapter 11.
8
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determine objectively and inconclusively what are the most important
or representative works of the BGDP project or SSE approach. Power
struggles within the two ‘projects’ are not uncommon, so every
selection will favour certain perspectives over others (see for example
Hoepner et al., 2012 and Spash, 2013). Moreover, there is a possibility
of selectivity, since it is likely that the texts published by the BGDP
project and SSE approach are selected on certain characteristics, such
as an accepted or ‘safe’ dealing with the central themes, absence of
conflicting data or an attractive appearance (Boeije et al., 2009:293).
Nonetheless, we have determined a set list of key works of the BGDP
project and SSE approach9. We will try to be transparent in our
choices, so that it is clear what contextual characteristics might
influence our findings. We will ask several questions to situate and
contextualize the findings in that specific text (Straits & Singleton,
2011:357). For example, we will consider the amount of citations, a
texts’ breadth, influence on other scientific disciplines and impact on
society, for example through public policy10.

A list of the key works can be found in Annex B. We will elaborate on the
characteristics of these works in chapters 10.3 and 11.3.
10 Also, it is important to note that the point of using critical discourse analysis in
this research is exactly to trace how the central themes have been portrayed by
specific stakeholders. Therefore, the sample in this research does not need to be
9

47

4.2 Analysis
Similarly, the choice of the units of analysis can greatly influence the
results when using text analysis tools. In this research, units of analysis
will be single, complete texts, and the recording units will be words,
sentences or paragraphs which reflect one of the sensitizing concepts
11(Straits

& Singleton, 2011:355). Our analysis will start from an

iterative12 grounded theory perspective, which aims not to impose too
many theoretical assumptions, but to work inductively and let
important concepts and connections emerge from the data itself
(Bernard, 2006:492). Nonetheless, we will use some guiding sensitising
concepts gathered from existing literature from the onset of the study.
Using thematic coding, we will analyse how and when these concepts are
used in the texts (Bernard, 2006:492). The instrument of thematic
coding in grounded theory is used to keep manipulation of the data to
a minimum, while making it possible to get a thorough and grounded
understanding of the texts at hand.

representative of the two projects in their entirety, as long as it offers us an insight
into several of the tenets within these projects.
11 These are the concepts which are identified to be central to current discourses
on sustainability, wellbeing and economic structures, as discussed in chapter 9.
12 Iterative research processes refer to a cyclical analysis of the data; the data is
analysed going back and forth between the raw data and the theory that emerges
from it.
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In order to get an understanding of the discourses uphold by the two
groups, in a second round of analysis, we will focus on evaluative terms,
metaphors or common uses of certain framings or words. We will try
to retrace the underlying assumptions and values behind these uses of
language. Consequently, we will try to pinpoint what ideas, values and
assumptions take central precedence, and which are marginalised. We
will discuss how this discourse could create or enforce power
structures and ideology13.

4. 3 Strengths and weaknesses
The use of critical Foucaultian discourse analysis of existing data and
using hermeneutical methods is appropriate in this study, because it is
best attuned to the themes and subjects at hand. Firstly, the BGDP
project and SSE approach can be studied because their work has been
documented in written text. Both projects have an ample stock of
policy documents, conference summaries and published articles which
can be analysed using hermeneutic methods. This richness of texts
offers an insight into at least some of their underlying assumptions,

In doing so, we will analyse the central aspects to Foucaultian discourse analysis,
namely what ideas, values and assumptions are produced; what logic underlies
these ideas; who authorized these ideas; and what strategic goals are being pursued
(Diaz-Bone et al., 2007).
13
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values and theories. The strength of using existing data is that we can
make use of readily available sources. This means that the people or
groups we are studying do not need to be disturbed. Furthermore,
there is no opportunity to provoke certain outcomes and thus to
influence the data during the collection stage. This is however also a
weakness, because there is little possibility to get to know whether the
information at hand has been manipulated or influenced in some other
way when it was initially collected or created. It is therefore possible to
get systematic errors as a consequence of selectivity (Boeije et al.,
2009:294).
Due to its critical and emancipatory character, critical Foucaultian
discourse analysis is best attuned to study what aspects of a currently
dominant paradigm are being challenged. By looking carefully at the
use of language, patterns can be discerned which are not explicitly
mentioned in the text itself. However, a weakness of this approach is
that it focuses on just a small part of the subject; we can consider only
a few texts in depth, and even completely forego the practical reality of
these groups. Therefore, it should be kept in mind that this study
offers merely a glimpse of a much larger picture.
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Lastly, the concept wellbeing elicits much political, scientific and societal
debate. There is thus no consensus on what it exactly entails and can
be related to many different interpretations, such as subjective
wellbeing, quality of life, happiness or life satisfaction. On the one
hand, such definitional vagueness could complicate this research, since
we might be said to study several different concepts. On the other
hand, this is by no means a rarity. Many important concepts, such as
‘development’ or ‘sustainability’ are dialectical rather than analytical in
nature. These concepts relate to divergent and sometimes
contradictory realities, and change over time. This does not mean that
they cannot be comprehended. Also, it is precisely due to this
conceptual diversity, that we can more easily discern nuances in the use
of this concept, because it allows us to compare and scrutinise
different wordings and metaphors.
In order to secure validity and reliability as much as possible, we will
use content triangulation, the use of several sources; and audit trail, a
constant feedback loop by experienced researchers.
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III. THEORY – Discourses of wellbeing,
sustainability and economics
When considering the meaning of complex concepts such as
wellbeing, sustainability and progress, it is not possible to simply go
out and ‘measure’ what defines them. These themes are constantly
redefined according to their use by people and institutions. Also, they
are highly abstract ‘summaries’ of related concepts, theoretical and
practical debates and real-life practices. Also, we have to understand
how different discourses in society can function to sustain certain ideas
about what progress entails. We therefore first need to orient ourselves
on the key concepts, debates and characteristics related to these
themes. In this part we will try to discern what themes and discourses
are relevant to understanding progress ‘beyond GDP’. In chapter 5, we
will start with an elaboration on the growth paradigm, the role of
public ‘discourse’ and how these affect our understanding of progress.
Then, in chapter 6, 7 and 8, we will give an overview of the academic
literature on the philosophy and ethics of sustainability, wellbeing and
alternative economic models, since these are central themes to our

52

understanding of progress. We will conclude with an elaboration on
the sensitizing concepts used to guide our analysis.

5. The growth paradigm
A paradigm can be defined as a model of reality that contains rules for
finding theories of events; it is a guideline for interpreting our world
(Bernard, 2006:79). Such a paradigmatic view is so comprehensive that
it determines what we regard as truth; what we define as problems;
which questions we think we should ask to address such problems;
how we gather knowledge; and what we call knowledge. Historian
Thomas Kuhn (1946:X) developed the concept of the scientific paradigm,
which he describes as “universally recognized scientific achievements
that, for a time, provide model problems and solutions for a
community of practitioners.”

5.1 Foundational ‘growth models’
It can be argued that the ‘growth-is-good paradigm’ is founded on
some central theories from (neo) classical economics which describe
growth from a macro- and micro-perspective. From a macro perspective,
these theories are mainly based on the Solow-Swan Growth model
which maintains, simply put, that economic growth is necessary to
53

increase economic output (GNP) in order to secure income and in
turn economic growth through private savings14. This thus creates a
self-enforcing process, where wellbeing is taken to increase as a direct
consequence of higher income. Also, as reflected in the so called
Kuznets curve, it is assumed that inequality will firstly increase as a
consequence of economic development, but eventually decreases when
the effects of economic growth trickle down to poorer citizens (Dietz
et al., 2012). From a micro-perspective, it is assumed that scale
enlargement of production is favourable, because it decreases marginal
costs, leading to lower prices, increased sales, and then again scaleenlargement. Wellbeing is assumed to derive from increased
consumption possibilities for consumers. Both perspectives thus frame
economic growth as an essential and necessary driver to keep the
system going and to ensure wellbeing, because, as soon as economic
growth halts, the entire system collapses15. The growth-is-good
paradigm is thus underpinned by (neo)classical economic theories

Some of the central assumptions behind this model are that growing private
savings will lead to increased investment, which in turn stimulates production,
which consequentially results in more employment and higher wages, and then
again leads to increased savings.
15 Although the process of self-enforced economic growth is assumed to come to
a standstill when complete efficiency is achieved and marginal returns from
production come to zero, economic growth is then still assumed to be possible
due to technological innovation (Ayres, 1998).
14
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which define economic growth as necessary preconditions for human
wellbeing (Ayres, 1998). This neoclassical belief in economic growth is
echoed in several parts of society. Firstly, politics and media generally
claim that growth is necessary to create wealth, and provide the means
for social and environmental improvements. Secondly, the public’s
expectations (or hope for) continuous improvements in their quality of
life, often mentioned in direct relation to (un)employment, offers
legitimization for growth centred policies (Spangenberg, 2010).

5.2 Growth and progress
How this discourse of ever-increasing growth relates to or conflicts
with the aim to combat climate change and environmental degradation
remains, however, often largely untouched. For example, within the
EU a reconciliation has been attempted by stating that the goals of
ensuring unemployment and sustainability are mutually supportive, but
structural cross-referencing between the two aims is largely absent
(Ruddy & Hilty, 2008). The conflict between economic growth,
employment and sustainability is therefore inadequately addressed
(Spangenberg, 2010). Especially in times of crisis, economic growth
has come to be regarded as a ‘normality’ to which we hope to return to
as soon as possible; it has become part of how we understand ‘the
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natural order’ of things16. This shows how strongly the growth-is-good
paradigm is engrained in our society (Spangenberg, 2010).
This paradigm is intertwined with an economic perspective on human
nature. A first origin of this view is (arguably) St. Thomas Aquina’s
Christian interpretation of God’s creation, where every being has a
different position in a rigidly defined social hierarchy according to their
talents, so that each can help another in their ‘own way’, so as to serve
the greater good and allow the Creation to flourish (Rifkin, 2014:50).
Over time, this view has been adapted but preserved as the ‘capitalist
citizen’. The once held Christian values of frugality, self-sacrifice and
diligence were translated into the ‘virtue’ of productiveness, and the
flourishing of the Creation has great similarities to the utilitarian belief
that increased consumption and productivity lead to beneficial results
for society at large (Rifkin, 2014). All in all, the growth paradigm is
accompanied by a view of humans as rational beings, who will and
should pursue their personal interest and are valued for their
productivity and efficiency (Rifkin, 2014). Moreover, it even seems as
if the increased possibilities to satisfy our needs does not lead to

Even though it could be said that such a normality refers back to a time when
economic growth mostly benefited a small portion of society and a system which
led to the financial crisis in the first place.
16
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contentment, but only to evermore new needs and demands (Sedláček,
2011:221).

5.3 Discourse creates reality
The growth-is-good paradigm can be seen as a specific type of discourse,
a framework of beliefs, knowledge and values reflected in specific uses
of language. Such use of words or phrasings can create and sustain
power relations, as they dissipate value judgements. A common
example is the framing of guerrilla groups as either ‘terrorists’ or
‘freedom fighters’ (Bernard, 2006). Through discourse certain people,
institutes or ideas can be excluded or rendered as untrue, when
language is used to conceal or preclude certain parts of reality
(Foucault, 1971). To conceal conflict between sustainability and
economic growth could be an example of the workings of discourse.
For example, institutes such as the Economic Commission can
dissipate their ‘version’ of the truth by focusing on those aspects which
they regard as most important. “To frame is to select some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text,
in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for
the item described” (Entman, 1993:52). How institutes such as the
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BGDP project or SSE approach describe progress, thus reflects but
also creates a version of ‘reality’. The dominant paradigm determines
what ideas are accepted as truthful, and the idea that economic growth
is always necessary and desired has been such a ‘truth’. But even when
such ideas have had long and unquestioning acceptance,
inconsistencies, anomalies and alternative views are bound to pile up.
Certain groups will question the dominant perception, and if accepted,
others will follow. After a certain tipping point, a paradigm can shift,
making place for alternative interpretations (Rifkin, 2014). A discourse
is thus always changing, as it is retold, remade and challenged from
different directions (Delanty & Strydom, 2010).

5.4 Discourse and morality
In those instances where the dominant paradigm is challenged, ethical
questions can surface, which begs us to reconsider formally ‘neutral’
scientific topics from an ethical perspective. As argued by Paul Ricoeur
(1994), questions about justice arise when people, who have achieved a
good life for themselves, recognise the suffering of others which
directs their attention to how the joys and burdens of our societal
institutes are unequally distributed. This opens the way to critique on
those relations that comprise dominance and violence (Kunneman,
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2010). Different discourses represent diverging interests, and a shift in
paradigm usually entails a power struggle. In such a situation, it can
become even more important to those in power to defend the
dominant paradigm, since their position is likely closely intertwined
with existing power and knowledge structures. Therefore, discourse
analysis of those themes which are entangled in a paradigm shift, is
likely to stumble upon moral questions of justness. To address such
moral questions, people and institutes need moral capital, i.e. “those
personal, relational or cultural resources that allow people to be
touched by suffering or injustice; to be driven by sensibility and
empathy rather than indifference; to help and encourage others; to
resist indifference, unjustness and violence; to show courage instead of
cowardice; to be an example; to be inspired, rather than cynical or
morally apathetic” (Kunneman, 2012:3). It is therefore of great
importance to study what moral resources are called upon in diverging
discourses of sustainability, wellbeing and the role of our economy.

The stories of progress
Within society, the growth paradigm is sustained by discourses which
create and enforce certain framings of reality. Several discourses are of
specific interest with respect to our understanding of progress, namely
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those on the different interpretations sustainability, wellbeing and
alternative economic models. Here, we will discuss some of the
discourses on these topics. Of course, these discussions are not
exhaustive, but serve to get an idea of current debates and important
voices within them.

6. The first story: Sustainability
Sustainability has been an important political, scientific and societal
topic for several decades and gained its most important impetus after
the Brundtland Report from the United Nations World Commission on
Environment and Development (WCED) was published in 1987. In
this report, sustainable development was defined as “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987:n.p.). This
definition thus held the right to basic needs for current and future
generations as the central goal of sustainability. Those needs are later
defined as “essential needs for jobs, food, energy, water, and
sanitation”. Human needs that go beyond these basics are less
explicitly discussed, although the report mentions that they are
“sustainable only if consumption standards everywhere have regard for
long-term sustainability”. Moreover, the writers stress the importance
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of equity by ensuring to all the opportunity to “live better lives”. This
initial approach to sustainability thus mainly focuses on securing at
least minimal wellbeing for current and future generations.

6.1 Sustainability and human action
Although many different definitions of sustainability have been
proposed since the Brundtland report, most comprise several
fundamental issues. Firstly, sustainability usually refers to the
technological issue of continuance; the technical aspects of maintaining a
certain stock of goods, or a system, entity or process. Secondly, to
advocate sustainability is often a normative action, one that guides our
actions. This normative character could be said to derive mostly (or at
least in part) from the third aspect of sustainability, namely its relational
component. Sustainability is fundamentally about how we relate to
people of future generations, contemporaries and to nature itself
(Becker, 2012).
Also, sustainability is usually framed as a matter of human behaviour; it
is about the question of how humans can act in a way which sustains
the wellbeing of others, future generations and nature. Therefore, a
wide array of strategies has been proposed to entice people to live
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more sustainably. For example, political strategies, such as taxation,
subsidies and quota, offer external incentives to change behaviour.
Psychological strategies, on the other hand, try to change people’s values
or beliefs, for example convincing them that living sustainably is
pleasant or in their own interest. Moral psychological strategies stress
that we should act sustainably, even if it does not benefit ourselves,
because it is the right thing to do (Brülde, 2015:159-160). It could be
said that these moral considerations are ‘fundamental’ to other
arguments for sustainability, since they provide structured answers to
the question why we should be concerned with sustainability in the
first place. Therefore, we will shortly explore some ethical theories on
sustainability.

6.2 Ethics of sustainability and the environment
Here, we will discuss four approaches to sustainability ethics. All build
on the ‘basic’ premise that certain aspects of our modern western
culture put too much emphasis on the ‘human perspective’ and
therefore give way to environmentally damaging behaviour for the sake
of human wellbeing.
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Deep ecology
Thinkers from a first approach, deep ecology, maintain that animals and
even ‘the environment’ at large have intrinsic value and should thus be
preserved and respected in and for itself. Since the Brundtland report
defines sustainability as a process of ensuring good lives for ourselves
and future generations, it could be called anthropocentric, or ‘human
centred’. Critics from deep ecology argue that sustainability is
essentially about the value of the environment itself, and should
therefore not be regarded from the perspective of human beings.
From a biocentric perspective, sustainability is about respecting the
integrity of nature, regardless of its effects on human beings. For deep
ecologists, the main cause of unsustainable behaviour is western
atomistic individualism; because we are overly concerned with our own
wellbeing, we are unaware of our dependence on and vulnerability to
the complex environmental ecosystem in which we live. Therefore,
these thinkers propose that we should respect the integrity of entire
ecosystems, including all the animals, plants and inanimate parts of it
(Brennan, 2011).
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Ecofeminism
Another ethical approach to sustainability is that of ecofeminism. It
developed during the 1970s and follows from the idea that “patriarchal
modes of thinking encouraged not only widespread inferiorizing and
colonizing of women, but also of people of colour, animals and
nature” (Brennan, 2011:). As such, ecofeminism focuses on the
culturally engrained structures of domination of humans over nature.
Therefore, many ecofeminists will for example maintain that nature
should be neither dominated nor ‘worshiped’, since both regard nature
as passive and subordinate. Rather, nature should be regarded as an
‘agentic force’, not as merely a passive thing that surrounds us.
Building on post-modernistic thought, ecofeminism aims to study and
transcend some common dichotomies in our relation with nature, such
as nature versus culture; the metaphysical versus the material; and
humans versus animals (Alaimo & Hekman, 2015). As such,
ecofeminism criticises not only these specific dualisms per se, but the
“very premise of prescriptive dualism – the valuing of attributes of one
polarized side and the devaluing of those of the other” (Brennan,
2011). Thus, for ecofeminists, the cause of unsustainable behaviour are
those patriarchal power relations that try to control and dominate
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nature, and the main solution is to develop an attitude towards nature
which transcends dichotomies and respects nature as an agentic force.
Critical theory and ecocriticism
Another approach to ethics of sustainability developed from the
Frankfurt School of critical theory. They focused on the problem of
‘human alienation’; the idea that humans feel detached and estranged
from their world and human nature. The root of this problem, they
maintain, is the modern positivistic perception of rationality, which
proposes that we pursue progress, power and technological control
through rationality (Bohman, 2015). By portraying nature as
determined, observable, predictable and thus controllable, positivism
could be said to have ‘disenchanted’ nature; there is no longer any
need for mystery or awe. In the process, humans became not only
alienated from their surroundings, but also from certain parts of
themselves, such as creativity, autonomy, and human needs,
vulnerabilities and longings. These critical thinkers therefore proposed
that we return to a more humanistic rationality, which values the
aesthetic, moral, sensuous and expressive aspects of human life; a reenchantment of nature (Brennan, 2011). The combination of critical
writing, environmental issues and ethical theory has led to the
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development of ecocriticism, the study of historical understandings of
and attitudes towards nature as represented in literature. This approach
tries to uncover ingrained cultural perceptions of nature, by critically
analysing how currently ‘logical’ ideas about nature have developed.
Ecocriticism attempts to better understand our current relation to
nature, by uncovering how this relation has come to be (Hiltner, 2014).
Textbox 1 provides a short overview of the position of nature in
literature from an eco-critical perspective.
Textbox 1: Ecocriticism. A historical overview of nature in
literature
In classical works, nature is often depicted as spaces inhabited and
protected by mythical creatures, but also as a possible resource which
can lead to great flourishing if it is controlled and subdued. With the
introduction of Christianity, this understanding of nature was
reinforced, since within Christianity the material world is often
depicted as one of sin and soulless creatures, i.e. animals (Hiltner,
2014). In this context, the metaphysical or supra-natural became
regarded as superior, due to its connection to for example heaven, the
soul and virtue. In Christian writing, humans are given the task to
multiply and to subdue and dominate the earth. This instrumental
approach and negative evaluation of nature has been influential for a
long time. However, in response to industrial and technological
development and accompanying environmental degradation, pastoral
66

literature has propagated an idyllic view of nature since about the 16th
century (Hiltner, 2013). This pastoral ‘mode of writing’ usually
depicted idyllic, rural sceneries, where humans and nature live in
harmony. Such writings often figured to question current political,
societal or environmental problems.
All these developments have left their traces in our current
understandings of nature and our place in it. For example, modern
environmental works often build on the legacy of pastoral literature, by
tapping into our cultural awareness of the value and beauty of nature
(Hiltner, 2013). Similarly, we still have a legacy of ingrained
understandings of nature as a dualistic dichotomy to (metaphysical)
culture, and the idea that nature is here for us to shepherd, control or
even dominate.

6.3 Traditional ethics and virtuous sustainability
The aforementioned approaches to environmental ethics build on
several traditional normative systems and theories. Firstly,
consequentialist ethical theories determine the ‘rightness’ of an act
according to its consequences. Utilitarianism, for example, regards
pleasure as the ultimate value, and therefore considers morally right
those acts which increase the total amount of pleasure. The
‘traditional’ definition of sustainability in the Brundtland report could
be called consequentialist, since it values the consequences of our acts
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for the wellbeing of future generations. Deontological theories, on the
other hand, maintain that all acts should follow certain moral rules or
duties, irrespective of their consequences. Perhaps the best known
deontological theory has been developed by Immanuel Kant. His
categorical imperative states that we should “act only according to that
maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a
universal law” (Kant, 1956). Thus, Kant argues that moral actions
should respect universal moral laws (White, 2006). Deep ecology could
be called a deontological theory of environmental ethics, since it
maintains that rightful actions should always respect the stability,
integrity and beauty of an ecosystem. Moreover, while the ‘Brundtland
perspective’ of sustainability focuses on the protection of individual
natural goods or services, deep ecology maintains a holistic approach to
sustainability, since it considers the wellbeing of an entire ecosystem.
Virtues of the sustainable person
According to some critics, sustainability ethics based on either
utilitarian and deontological approaches are inadequate, since
utilitarianism focuses on often unknown consequences, , and because
deontology merely focuses on rational considerations, neglecting other
aspects which guide human behaviour, such as emotion, practical
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wisdom and creativity. An alternative approach is based on virtue ethics,
which emphasises virtues such as kindness, respect and justice. Virtue
ethics is less concerned with the consequences (consequentialism) or
moral rules (deontology) of an action, but asks how a ‘virtuous person’
should behave (Hursthouse, 2013). A virtue ethics of sustainability
would thus explore the characteristics and capabilities of a person with
virtuous relationships with other generations, contemporaries and
nature (Becker, 2012). From the perspective of virtue ethics of
sustainability, unsustainable behaviour can only be remedied by an
individual who structurally and creatively applies moral rules to
practical ‘sustainability situations’ (Brennan, 2012).

6.4 In sum
Thus, sustainability is an important aspect to understanding progress,
since it reminds us of the consequences of our behaviour for others
and the future. Due to its normative character, i.e. informing us about
what is tenable, sustainable, right behaviour, sustainability ethics
reminds us of the conflicts that may arise if we would merely focus on
our own wellbeing, and thus asks us to reflect of what it means to have
long-term societal progress.
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7. The second story: Wellbeing
In any consideration of societal progress, wellbeing is undeniably an
important aspect. Firstly, many will consider wellbeing an important (if
not the most important) goal of life and thus of society at large.
Moreover, the concept plays a role in for example, sustainability and
our economy. The influential Report by the Commission on the measurement
of Economic Performance and Social Progress commissioned by the French
government for example states that “the one consensual point” that
emerged from their work is that sustainability “is about what we leave
to future generations and whether we leave enough resources of all
kinds to provide them with opportunity sets at least as large as the
ones we have had for ourselves” (Stiglitz et al., 2009:250). Thus, the
one thing which all members of the report agreed upon was thus that
human wellbeing, or ‘opportunities’ for current and future generations
is the central concept to understanding sustainable progress.

7.1 What is wellbeing?
A first question to any approach to wellbeing is how to value it. Some
theories, adhering to so-called value monism, define one value, such as
freedom, happiness or ‘perfection’ as the single determinate. Thus,
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according to these theories, there is one ultimate good which
comprehends al other relevant needs, rights and values. Other theories
maintain that a set of several independent and incommensurable values
determine whether a person is ‘well off’. According to such theories, a
single measure is inadequate, since the quality of our lives depends on
several indispensable needs or rights, such as health, freedom or
connectedness (Martinez-Allier et al., 1998; Lange, 2011). In order to
choose among these different determinants of wellbeing, we first have
to ascertain what wellbeing exactly entails. This is a predominantly a
philosophical question which is closely intertwined with several
epistemological and ontological debates. Here, we will outline some
central considerations.
7.1.1 Philosophical categorisation
Philosophical approaches to wellbeing could be roughly divided into
three categories, namely hedonistic, objectivistic or desire-fulfilment.
Hedonistic theories
Hedonistic theories, broadly speaking, define wellbeing as pleasure.
Perhaps the (currently) best known hedonistic theory was developed
by Jeremy Bentham (1789) who maintains that “Nature has placed
mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and
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pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do”. For
Bentham, maximising pleasure is thus not only what people tend to do
(a stance called psychological hedonism), but also what they ought to do
(representing rational or evaluative hedonism). Moreover, Bentham’s
theory is a quantitative hedonism, since for him maximising pleasure is
about increasing the intensity and duration of pleasurable experiences. As
such, the hedonistic value of different actions could be easily measured
and compared, which makes it a clear and ‘potent’ source of
information, for example to guide public policy. However, one often
cited problem with this approach is that it would implicate that living
the simple, content yet infinite life of an oyster should be preferred
over the shorter, content life of a human being, since the former
comprises (quantitatively) more pleasure. While some might agree,
most would prefer the ‘richer’ human life (Lange, 2011). One
alternative is provided by John Stuart Mill (1848) who differentiates
between the quality of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ pleasures. For example, he
maintained that if the pleasures derived from a sadistic or altruistic
action are equal, the altruistic action would be more valuable, due to its
quality. Although quite sensible and sympathetic, many have argued
that Mill’s qualitative hedonism relies on characteristics other than
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pleasure, therefore losing the clarity and power of a single, ultimate
determinate of wellbeing (White, 2006).
Desire fulfilment
Another important objection to hedonism is the idea that a pleasurable
feeling is merely a ‘reflection’ of wellbeing. The machine experiment, we
are asked to imagine a machine which makes us believe we are in an
ultimately pleasurable world; here, it seems as if we accomplished all
sorts of wishes, such as having fulfilling relationships, having written a
great novel or having brought about world peace. Even though the
experience in this machine is quite pleasurable, it does not give us what
we want; it merely makes you think you have written a great novel,
while actually you have not. Theories of desire fulfilment therefore state
that pleasure alone does not reflect wellbeing, since it is ultimately not
about what we really want17 (Lange, 2011).
Objective theories
Both hedonic and desire fulfilment theories define wellbeing according
to a person’s subjective state, comprised of desires and feelings which are

Nonetheless, some would argue that, since we often have desires which would
not really make us happier, desire fulfilment could only represent wellbeing if our
desires are comprehensive (i.e. be more than gratification of one fleeting desire)
and fully informed (i.e. aware of all the relevant facts concerning by wellbeing).
17
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only accessible to the person herself. For some, such approaches are
unsatisfactory, because personal impressions and desires can be
misleading. ‘Objective’ theories define wellbeing as comprising
intrinsically valuable ‘goods’, such as truth, autonomy or justice,
irrespective of whether a person finds them pleasurable or desires
them18 (Brülde, 2015:162). One objective theory which has regained
(mostly scientific) attention is that of eudaimonia. With its origin in
Aristotelian classical virtue ethics, eudaimonic approaches define
wellbeing as a state in which a person acts in accordance with her best
potentials and qualities (Gasper, 2009:10). To be ‘eudaimon’ is to live
in utmost harmony with our human nature. Since Aristotle considered
humans to be foremost rational beings, to him, this meant that a good
life is one aimed at gaining wisdom and behaving virtuously (White,
2006:90).
7.1.2 Currently common approaches in politics
Hedonic, desire fulfilment and objective theories represent some
‘broad’ currents within philosophical thinking on wellbeing, but many
different more ‘practical’ approaches have been developed, adhering to

Two examples of objective approaches are the welfare and capabilities approach,
which will be discussed in more detail in the next paragraphs.
18
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diverse assumptions and values. In European debates on the
measurement of progress, three approaches are currently most
influential.
Wellbeing as a capability
Firstly, the capabilities approach as (most famously) formulated by
Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, is a plural objective theory, which
defines wellbeing as the freedom to choose among several unalienable
material and psychological capabilities such as health, bodily integrity,
affiliation, play and control over one’s environment (Nussbaum,
2001:33-34). By defining wellbeing as the universal right to several
opportunities, rather than describing exactly what wellbeing should entail,
this theory aims to do justice to cultural diversity and individual choice
(Stiglitz et al., 2009:152). As such, this approach does not so much
define wellbeing per se, as the freedom to achieve it, which is considered
a more appropriate goal of public policy. By stating that certain
opportunities should be available to everyone, irrespective of whether
people will use them, this theory upholds (moral) values other than
wellbeing, such as agency and procedural fairness (Robeyns, 2011).
Proponents of the capabilities approach underscore that we need to
incorporate ethical individualism in measures of wellbeing, i.e. respecting
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all individuals as rightful persons, but not methodological individualism,
i.e.to understand a group as a sum of individuals and social
phenomena as a sum of individual acts (Alkire, 2008). This approach
thus assumes that individual wellbeing is influenced by social and
cultural context, and that such contexts should be conducive to a good
life, whilst refraining from rigid value statements about what a good
life should entail.
Wellbeing as happiness
The second approach to measuring wellbeing focuses on happiness.
Although this approach does not necessarily deny the importance of
social structures, it does state that the quality of such ‘contextual
circumstances’ can (at least in part) be inferred from the subjective
state, or happiness of the individual (Veenhoven, 2000). This approach
is thus a subjective and value monistic theory.
Recently, happiness research has been mainly conducted under the
banners of positive psychology and happiness economics. Positive psychology
is an academic field concerned with the characteristics, skills and habits
of mentally ‘fit’ people. Research in this field aims to uncover what is
‘psychological flourishing’ and how social institutions can foster such
thriving (Seligman, 2004; Robbins, 2008). Positive psychologists have
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focused on happiness in order to uncover what characterizes
‘exceptionally happy’ people and to develop interventions which help
people to become happier. Due to increased availability of
methodological techniques and social survey data, research on the
topic has boomed during the last decades, which has yielded a
relatively ‘crystallised’ definition of happiness, namely the enduring,
subjective satisfaction with the outcomes of life-as-a-whole19
(Veenhoven, 2012). Most research within this field differentiates
between overall life satisfaction20, and positive and negative affect 21, which
together indicate how happy a person is (Diener, 2013). ‘Happiness
economists’ generally adopt the same terminology and methods as
positive psychologists, although usually for slightly different reasons.
To them, “measures of subjective wellbeing can […] serve as proxies
for utility” (Frey & Stutzer, 2002:405). Utility, in turn, reflects to what
extent a certain good or service satisfies needs or wants, and is thus

As such, this definition excludes external ‘circumstances’; opportunities which
have not affected how a person feels; fleeting moments of joy; and happiness with
one particular part of our lives.
20 Life satisfaction is generally measured with the question “All things considered,
how satisfied are you with your life on a scale of 1 to 10?” and thus scores how
people judge their overall life (Veenhoven, 2012:6).
21 Affect here refers to a person’s mood, and the emotions she or he experiences.
It is usually measured by asking people to rate how often they experience several
positive and negative emotions.
19
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somewhat of a ‘holy grail’ within economics, since it conveys ultimate
value. Happiness has become an important concept, since it allows
researchers to differentiate between monetary and ‘experienced’ value.
The ‘happiness approach’ mainly values what is assumed to be the
ultimate end of progress: subjective wellbeing or happiness. Contrary
to the capabilities approach, happiness researchers thus find the mere
opportunity to live a good life unsatisfactory, and want to know whether
and how circumstances translate into actual subjective wellbeing. Since
this approach is closely linked to the quantitative utilitarian theories of
Jeremy Bentham (1789), to happiness-researchers it is of paramount
importance to measure happiness, and thus go to great lengths to
improve measuring techniques. Usually, they adhere to the positivistic
belief that happiness is a ‘truth’ which can be measured using empirical
instruments22.
Wellbeing as welfare
The last approach to measuring wellbeing is more concerned with
material quality of life and the possibility to become happy. Originating

Although happiness scores usually vary greatly for one person depending on i. a.
time of day, context or even the weather, most happiness researchers assume that
happiness can be measured if large samples (groups of people) are taken as
representative of average differences or changes (Veenhoven, 2012).
22
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from economics, branches of research such as welfare economics and fair
allocations are not concerned with how people are feeling, but try to
infer what matters to them and whether their life has quality by
translating monetary aspects of our economy to the value that people
attach to for example leisure time, consumption or education (Stiglitz
et al., 2009:207-208). Ethically, this approach emphasises individuality
and free choice, and maintains that whether or how circumstances
translate into a good life is up to the individual, and outside the
responsibilities of societal institutes or the government. Welfare
approaches value freedom, and argue that the main (if not the sole)
role of public policy is to ensure the increase of material goods deemed
necessary to create a good life.

7.2 The pursuit of happiness
In the above discussions, it becomes clear that different approaches to
wellbeing also come to very different conclusions about what is the
role and meaning of wellbeing should be for public policy. In part, this
can be explained by the ambiguous relation between wellbeing and
morality.
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7.2.1. Wellbeing and morality
Wellbeing has a somewhat equivocal meaning within ethics. On the
one hand, it determines what is right in theories such as utilitarianism,
while on the other hand, hedonic strivings more often distract us from
morality according to theories such as ascetics (Corrigan & Farell,
2010:329). This conflict is relatively ‘new’. It is often maintained that
eudaimonic theories equal happiness to morality. This is true for stoics,
who argued that “the only good for a person is virtue” (White,
2006:120). Also, in his ‘theory of happiness’ Aristotle maintained that
all virtuous behaviour is in the end always in the best interest of a
person (Crisp, 2014). Plato’s eudaimonic theory however, maintained
that whilst philosophising is the most pleasurable experience, some
philosophers are obliged to rule, and thus to give up happiness. So,
conflicts between happiness and morality did figure in these classical
theories. Since then, the conflict has been most prominently explored
by Cristian theorists, who urged people to live virtuously and resist
temptation. However, since virtuous behaviour will be rewarded and
sins punished by God in the afterlife, Christianity could be said to
nonetheless uphold a ‘hedonistic’ approach to morality.
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The contradiction between what is right and what makes us happy
started to play a more prominent role in deontological ethics, where
right actions are deemed to adhere to universal moral rules.
Deontologists usually make a trade-off between wellbeing and other
values, based on rational deliberation. Kant, for example, maintains
that moral considerations could only emerge from the categorical
imperative, and that happiness should thus play no role whatsoever in
determining what is right, although he does state that acting virtuously
will often be rewarded with happiness (White, 2006:134). Thus,
happiness is seen the ultimate goal in hedonistic theories; it is regarded
as intimately intertwined with morality in virtue ethics; yet it is treated
with great caution by deontologists. However, irrespective of what
theory one might adhere to, many of us will find it unacceptable that
doing the right thing could involve intentionally ignoring or hurting
people’s wellbeing (Corrigan & Farell, 2010).
7.2. 2 Happiness and politics
In modern liberal democracies, governments are usually deemed
responsible for improving circumstances so that people can more
easily pursue a good life. A (subjective) outcome such as happiness,
however, is usually not regarded as an aim of public policy. Some argue
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that governments should be more concerned with happiness, since
people often appear to make mistakes in the pursuit of their own
interests. For example, people find it hard to predict what will make
them happy (Kahneman et al, 2006; Dunn, 2011) and often behave
‘irrationally’, because they assess their situation based on heuristics, i.e.
rules of thumb which may often prove faulty (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979). Although it may be argued that governments are similarly inapt
in predicting and ensuring happiness, there are (arguably) some aspects
to subjective wellbeing which can only be ensured by public institutes.
From the perspective of contextualism, for example, people are deemed
to fare much better in contexts which diminish chances of making
serious ‘mistakes’. A recognisable example is that of food culture; if
unhealthy foods are omnipresent, it is much harder for people to
maintain healthy diets. Similarly, it might be very difficult to achieve
happiness through a healthy work – life balance, if the cultural norm is
to work at least 50 or 60 hours a week (Haybron, 2011). A common
objection to promoting subjective outcomes such as happiness,
however, is that governments can only be held responsible for
providing justice; people have a right to just treatment, not to
happiness. Moreover, some fear conflict with other values, such as
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freedom23, and maintain that happiness-focused policies are
paternalistic, as they assume that someone other than the individual
herself will know what is good for her.

7.3 In sum
Broadly speaking, wellbeing is that which is good for a person.
Whether this good is defined as one or many values; as an objective or
subjective state; as virtuous or in conflict with morality, wellbeing
comes close to being the ultimate goal of societal progress. It defines
what we value for ourselves, and what we might have to give up if our
policies and plans for the future fail. Nonetheless, while it may be the
most important thing for ourselves, wellbeing might not be the most
appropriate goal of public policy in those instances where it conflicts
with other values or the interests of others, for example when we think
of sustainability or morality.

A recent Dutch example is the publication “Gelukspolitiek. Liberalisme en de
waarde van vrijheid” from the liberal organisation Telderstichting (Hees et al, 2015).
The authors of this report claim that the pursuit of happiness is and should remain
a personal matter, in which governments have no right to interfere.
23
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8. The third story: Alternative economic models
Measuring progress beyond GDP, seriously questions the need for
economic growth. Is more always better? Why do people often want
growth? And why could we want to reject such ideas and voluntarily
choose to live with less? Many possible alternative economic theories
have been developed over the years, which challenge the currently
dominant growth paradigm and related capitalistic economic system
and neoclassical theories.

8.1 The impossibility of endless growth
Firstly, many theories maintain that the current capitalistic system
cannot be sustained over time. The system has been criticised mainly
on two fronts, focusing on either external or on internal limits. The
first criticism underscores the external ecological constraints to everincreasing economic activity and is largely founded on a theory about
entropy in the natural system firstly described by economist Nicholas
Georgescu-Roegen (1971). Referring to the laws of thermodynamics,
Georgescu-Roegen explains that the total amount of energy in our
universe is constant and that entropy, the amount of disorder in a
system, is continually increasing. In short, this means that there is a

84

finite amount of energy in our universe, which becomes increasingly
difficult to use. For the economic system this means that the process
of converting nature’s resources into economic value will never create
but always lose available energy (Kerschner, 2010:545). This theory has
motivated many to call for diminished economic productivity. And as
climate change and environmental degradation are steadily worsening,
while at the same time the world population and its living standards
increasing, some argue that merely diminishing economic growth is
not enough, and that only economic degrowth will suffice to stop us
from reaching a natural threshold and its accompanying environmental
crises (Bergh, 2011).
Others argue that internal limits are just as likely to end our current
economic system. Jeremy Rifkin (2014) for example states that the
capitalist system is due to implode because of the very characteristics
that made it so immensely influential in the first place. He states that
the ever-increasing competition of the capitalistic system will spur
specialisation and scale-enlargement to a point of extreme productivity
where the costs of producing one additional unit adds nearly nothing
to the costs of production, thus creating the zero marginal cost society.
Within such a society, profit can only be made by monopolists who are
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influential enough to keep prices artificially high. However, this would
imply that the driving force of the capitalist system, i.e. competition
and accompanying technological innovation, will disappear. As a
consequence, the whole system collapses24.

8.2 The desirability of endless growth
Many thinkers also doubt whether capitalism would even be a
desirable system if possible to sustain. They maintain that economic
growth is no necessary precondition for a good life and should
therefore not be sustained for its own sake. The idea that prosperity
and human flourishing are possible without economic growth has
become quite popular during the last decades, and books on this topic
by for example by Tim Jackson (2009) and Robert and Edward
Skidelsky (2013) have reached a broad public of both academics and
‘lay-men’. In their book How much is enough? Skidelsky and Skidelsky
maintain that we should rethink the aims of our society and
concentrate more on what elements comprise ‘the good life’. They
stress that financial wealth is only a means toward other, more

As an alternative, Rifkin describes the rise of collaborative commons, a system
based on informal, non-profit organisations which are driven by social capital and
the inherent human desire to connect with others and share (Rifkin, 2014:20).
24
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important ends, such as health, security, respect, personality, harmony
with nature, friendship and leisure. This idea has been criticised for
being paternalistic and elitist, but in response, the authors state t that
the opposite position might be more harmful, if we “move too swiftly
from the observation that cultures and epochs differ in what they
consider healthy or moral to the conclusion that it makes no sense to
talk about what is healthy or moral as such” (2013:xx). Tim Jackson
(2009) focuses more on the inability of the current economic system to
provide true progress. He maintains that we falsely still believe that
economic growth will increase our wellbeing, while actually our
standard of living is declining, since we are creating an environmental
‘depth’ and increasing inequality. Therefore, Jackson advocates a more
sustainable economic system, one which considers the true costs and
yields of using up our environmental resources. Moreover, based on
research on happiness, human needs and material standards of living,
Jackson argues that living sustainable and materially less affluent lives
might not decrease our wellbeing, but could actually lead to a ‘more
human’ life. Then, it becomes a “very real possibility that we could
collectively devise a society in which it is possible to live better […] by
consuming less, and become more human in the process” (2008:3287

33). These two approaches thus maintain that it is more important to
focus on developing immaterial qualities of human life, such as
happiness, leisure, a sense of community or respect, than to blindly
increase economic growth.

8.3 Economics of good and evil
A third alternative approach to our economy does not so much
question the tenability or desirability of the current capitalist system,
but asks us to reconsider what economics is in its entirety. One such
perspective is given by economist Tomáš Sedláček (2011). He stresses
that we have wrongfully disregarded the inherently moral nature of the
field of economics. Currently, we often behave as if economics is a
value-free, scientific endeavour; a field of study which devises complex
mathematical models which shows us how things are, unclouded by
opinions about how things should be. He states that even
mathematical models are based on several premises and are far from
value-free. For example, we have come to belief that abstract
economic models are more true than our lived experience of
economics ‘in real life’ and thus that the abstraction of many is more
real than the life of the individual. According to Sedláček, this trust in
technicalities and abstractions is part of a wider development; as
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humans have always tried to predict, manipulate and control nature. In
a sense, economic models therefore reflect this desire to control
nature, rather than the real practice of our society. Sedláček states that
economics has actually always been about ethics; about the question
what we value as a good, and what we value as evil.
“Despite the desire to be value-free, a fundamental part of our
science of economics is based on normative judgments that
such things as suffering, inefficiency, poverty, ignorance, social
inequality and so forth are bad and that they should be removed
(by science). Isn’t all of science and our progress built on our
hope to escape evils?” (Sedláček, 2011:251).
Thus, economics is about the question in which direction we want to
progress; in every sense a moral question. Moreover, it is closely
related to the question what we think is a good life, what we
understand to be wellbeing.

8.4 In sum
Thus, the quest for evermore economic growth seems to be deeply
embedded in our current society. Technically, growth is needed to
keep the capitalistic system going and to prevent collapse of the
financial system. Moreover, the desire for economic growth has
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become an important part of our culture, and how we understand
human nature and the role of public policy. Critics of this system
maintain either that economic growth is impossible to sustain; is
undesirable, since it fails to deliver what we really want; or that we
completely misinterpret economics as objective science, whilst actually
it is a normative structure of ascribed value. If we wish to understand
progress from a non-economic perspective, these criticisms can be
helpful by reminding us that the ascribed possibility, desirability and
technological character of economic growth should not be taken for
granted, but deserves critical scrutiny.

9. Sensitizing concepts
From the above, it follows that questions about the meaning of
progress are connected to several debates on sustainability, wellbeing
and the role of our economy. Central to these discussions is the
meaning of wellbeing. This concept defines what we see as a desired
goal of our life, be it personal or on a larger scale. As such, it also
refers to what we consider to be a sustainable organization of our
society; what we find a legitimate goal for public policy; and what we
expect from economic systems. In this study we will therefore further
investigate what the concept of wellbeing means to thinkers from the
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BGDP project and SSE approach. Also, we have seen that the
questions of progress, and related answers provided within the stories
of sustainability, wellbeing and economics, are highly ‘value laden’. To
define what is progress, is to define what is a good life, and to answer
such a question is a political and moral endeavour. For this reason, we
will be mindful of moral and political aspects to discussions of
wellbeing, sustainability and economics. Although it would be
impossible to discuss all combinations in such a ‘thematic discourse
matrix’, we will pay attention to those discursive, moral and political
aspects which appear to be especially relevant in the texts of the SSE
approach and BGDP project. Thus, we discern the following
sensitizing concepts:
When focusing on sustainability, we will try to ascertain whether the key
texts focus primarily on technical, moral or relational aspects of
sustainability. If the text is concerned with motivating people to live
more sustainably, we will differentiate between political, psychological
and moral incentives given to make such a change. In those texts
where the authors provide moral interpretations of sustainability, we
will consider whether the authors put forward arguments based on
consequentialist, deontological or virtue ethics. Also, we will try to
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discern whether the texts derive from a human- or nature-centred
perspective, and whether nature is portrayed as a passive context
which can be controlled, or as an agentic force.
When it comes to wellbeing, we will differentiate between value monism
and pluralism, and ‘roughly categorize’ them as hedonistic, desirefulfilment or objective theories. If the relation between wellbeing and
morality is mentioned, it will be interesting to see whether these
concepts are seen as contradictory or complementary, for this might
indicate whether the authors uphold utilitarian idea of wellbeing (i.e.
moral behaviour should increase wellbeing); a deontological
perspective,; or a virtue ethics. We will especially focus on what the
authors seem to regard as the ‘proper’ role of public policy in ensuring
wellbeing. Also, we will trace characteristics pertaining to the three
most influential theories: the capabilities approach, subjective
wellbeing or welfare economics.
With regard to the role of our economy and economic growth, we will
discern whether the texts focus on the internal or external limits to
growth, or the desirability of it. If the economy in considered from a
moral perspective, the texts might give us an insight into what is
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regarded as the goal of economic systems, and whether that role fits
with or challenges the currently dominant growth paradigm.
As such, we will try to highlight the discursive, moral and political
perspectives given on the central themes within the texts from the SSE
approach and BGDP project. A schematic overview of the sensitising
concepts is given in annex C.
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IV. SUBJECTS – The BGDP project and SSE
approach
This study tries to come to a better understanding of what it means ‘to
progress’ by analysing several key works from the SSE approach and
the BGDP project. It would be impossible to offer a comprehensive
and representative view of all discourses on progress in Europe; rather,
we can only provide a glimpse of some relevant debates, questions and
conflicts. Therefore, it is of great importance to get to know these two
projects, so as to be able to put their writings into context. This part
will therefore offer a fairly elaborate historical and current overview of
these subjects, and will discuss which key works are selected for
further analysis.

10. The Beyond GDP project
The Beyond GDP project comprises several very influential and
innovative initiatives, but it is nonetheless somewhat difficult to
demarcate and distinguish from other EU developments. The project
has generated a multitude of activities such as conferences and debates;
produced reports, policy recommendations and fact sheets; and
currently maintains a webpage which aims to promote sharing of
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information on developments and on-going work to develop
indicators of societal progress and its social, economic and
environmental dimensions (European Commission, 2014a). While the
project was officially launched in 2007, it was preceded by a long
history of other developments and sprang from a wider context of
discontent with dominant measures of progress. . In this chapter, we
will first demarcate what exactly we take to comprise the BGDP
project; then a historical overview of the BGDP project will be given;
followed by an overview of the key publications.

10.1 The Beyond GDP project
The Beyond GDP (BGDP) project was initiated in 2007, when the
European Commission, the European Parliament, Club of Rome, the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) hosted the conference
Beyond GDP. The aim of this conference was to “clarify which indices
are most appropriate to measure progress, and how these can best be
integrated into the decision-making process and taken up by public
debate” (European Commission, 2014a). Since then, several other
major initiatives kept the project going and contributed to its practical
and theoretical importance. In 2009, the European Commission
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published its EU roadmap GDP and beyond – Measuring progress in a
changing world. The roadmap outlined five key actions to undertake in
the near future, namely to complement GDP with aggregated
environmental and social indicators, to provide near real-time
information for decision making, to make available more accurate
reporting on distribution and inequalities, to develop a European
Sustainable Development scoreboard and to extend National Accounts
to environmental and social issues (European Commission, 2009).
Less than a month after the publication of this roadmap, the
Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress
(CMEPSP) released its so-called Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi Commission
Report on behalf of the French government. Although this report was
officially not related to the European Commission’s BGDP project,
many of its contributing members were also part of several or all of the
Commission’s projects and due to its overlapping aim and subject, this
publication is often named as one of the most important contributions
to the ‘wider beyond GDP movement’.
Since the outset of the BGDP project, the political will to go beyond
GDP has been slowly but steadily translated into practical policy
changes. While critics expressed disappointment in 2010 with the
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limited attention given to alternative measures of progress and
wellbeing in the Commission’s Europe 2020 strategy (Bache, 2012:32),
the European Parliament did adopt the GDP and Beyond Resolution
in 2011, and by and large supported the actions proposed by the
Commission (European Parliament, 2011). In its 2013 update on
Progress on ‘GDP and beyond’ actions, the European Commission reviewed
the actions undertaken in name of the 2009 roadmap, and concluded
that important steps had been made, although some goals proved
especially difficult to achieve25.

10.2 Historical development of the BGDP project
While the Commission’s BGDP project gained its major impetus after
2007, it developed from a wider context of discontent with the
dominance of GDP and other monetary measures of progress. Based

Firstly, the commission stated that indices and early estimates had been
developed on environmental degradation, poverty, exclusion, consumption and
quality of life (QOL). Furthermore, data on poverty, human development,
consumption and social exclusion were developed or adapted to be broken down
by region or socio-demographic groups. Moreover, three sets of environmental
economic accounts were adopted by the European Parliament and Council.
However, developing and improving measures of sustainability appeared especially
difficult: tests of EU sustainable development scoreboard were inconclusive, and
more scientific basis appeared to be needed to identify tipping points. Nonetheless
a preliminary scoreboard of resource efficiency indicators (REI) was proposed
(European Commission, 2013).
25
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on the multiple streams approach26 to agenda-setting, Ian Bache (2012)
discerns three separate processes which have contributed to the
development of the BGDP project. First of all, several political
developments contributed to a willingness to address the issue of
measuring progress. For example, environmental concerns that
emerged during the 1990s increased attention for a non-economic
understanding of progress. A 1995 conference organised by the WWF
and EU institutions focused on environmental issues, but largely failed
in advancing their agenda (Bache, 2012:27). Under encouragement of
former Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas, this alliance
became the fundament for the 2007 BGDP-conference. From its
onset, the project enjoyed support from important political actors such
as the Commissioner of Economic and Monetary Affairs, Joaquín Almunia,
who was also responsible for Eurostat, the Commission’s statistical
directorate. After the 2007 conference, support from several other EU
institutions, such as DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion and DG

The multiple streams approach was developed by John Wells Kingdon and
aimed to understand political agenda-setting by discerning three process streams,
namely problem recognition, generation of policy proposals and political developments. Policy
entrepreneurs are understood as key actors who are able to manipulate these
processes to advance their aims (Bache, 2012:23).
26
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Health and Consumer Affairs quickly followed27. As proclaimed by the
chief statistician of the OECD, Enrico Giovanni, the publication of
the 2009 roadmap and Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi report created a political
window of opportunity, i.e. an exceptional chance to change politics
(Bache, 2012:28). The BGDP initiative was then further developed and
endorsed by influential political figures such as French President
Nicolas Sarkozy and German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who publicly
supported and pressed the European Union to adopt proposals for the
measurement of progress as recommended by the
Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi report (Bache, 2012:29).
The second process which contributed to the establishment of the
BGDP project concerns public policy. Technical and academic
innovations of the 20th century created new possibilities to measure for
example wellbeing or happiness, and thus offered an empirical
foundation for non-monetary understandings of progress. Important
impetus came from studies such as that by economist Richard
Easterlin (1973), whose famous paradox shows that increases in GDP
do not add to the average happiness of people after a certain point.

The BGDP project is currently supported by an inter-departmental coordination group of fourteen Directorates (Bache, 2012: 28).
27
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Although this research has been contested (see for example
Veenhoven, 2013 or Diener, Tay & Oishi, 2011), and measures of
qualitative experiences such as happiness are still far from faultless, the
possibility to study wellbeing with reasonable accuracy and validity
contributed to the momentum for a revised understanding of progress.
International networks between officials such as the OECD Chief
Statistician Giovannini, think-tanks as the new economics foundation (nef),
academics from diverse disciplines and national statistical bodies,
further established expertise and propagated the use of wellbeing as a
measure of progress (Bache, 2012:29).
The last process of political agenda-making, is, simply put, the
recognition of a problem. Simple as it sounds, this is a complex but
essential aspect to attain legitimacy for change. The BGDP project
achieved much support from different institutions and agents, but no
consensus is reached on what particular problem is addressed by it: is
it essentially about environmental sustainability, social equality or to
make change in after the financial crisis? (Bache, 2012:31).
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10.3 Key publications in context
The French government took one of the first steps to achieve practical
change with the assignment of the Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi
commission in 2009. In 2015, the Stiglitz report (2009) is still regarded
as one of the most influential and often cited documents with regard
to non-economic measures of progress. Due to its impact on science
as well as public policy and since the Stiglitz Report is of great
relevance to the central themes of this research, it is the first key work
we have selected for analysis.
The report was commissioned directly by the French President,
Nicholas Sarkozy, who appointed economist Joseph Eugene Stiglitz as
President of the Commission; economist and philosopher Amartya
Sen as adviser and economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi as coordinator. It is
believed that the inclusion of Nobel laureates Stiglitz and Sen was
partly motivated by the aim to grant ‘weight’ and credibility to the
report. It is therefore sometimes stated that the main contribution of
this report was to increase political and societal awareness of the need
for non-economic measures of progress, even though the report may
not have represented the most innovative methodologies (Noll, 2011).
Choosing these committee members will most likely have influenced
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the content of the report, since these scholars ‘came with their own
theories’. For example, Sen developed the capabilities approach, which
defines wellbeing as the freedom to enjoy certain goods, and the human
development approach, which states that public policy should be centred
on wellbeing, but refrain from prescribing what it should entail
(Fukuda-Parr, 2003). Since Sen is closely associated with this paradigm,
it is likely that its underlying values and assumptions have influenced
the content of the Stiglitz report. This need not diminish the
importance of this work, but it is important to keep in mind that it is
founded on specific viewpoints.
A second work that is of great importance within the BGDP project, is
a report by the Wuppertal Institute (Schepelmann, 2010). This report,
Towards Sustainable Development, was first drafted on request of the
European Parliament Committee on Environment, Public Health and
Food Safety, so as to provide information to the Members of the
European Parliament in preparation of the 2007 conference Beyond
GDP. The Wuppertal institute was founded in 1991, and was then
funded by the Land North Rhine-Westphalia. Since then, many
different commercial and public institutions have commissioned and
funded research projects. The institute’s mission is to support
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transitions toward sustainable development, through scientific research
of resource, climate and energy ‘challenges’ and their relation to our
economy and society. Specifically, it aims to decouple economic
growth and wealth from natural research use (Wuppertal Institute,
2015). From this, we can deduce that the institute is founded on the
assumption that economic growth is desirable and compatible with
and environmental sustainability, as long as natural resource use is
decreased. As such, this institutes differs from the fundamental
assumption uphold by the SSE approach, i.e. that sustainability cannot
be achieved by mere technical innovation of efficiency, but demands a
downscaling of the economy.
Lastly, we will analyse several policy documents, news releases and
conference summaries. These documents show how theoretical
approaches affected the practice of measurement. Firstly, the 2009
European Commission’s communication GDP and beyond, was one of
the first initiating documents developed by the BGDP project.
Moreover, as a communication between the Commission and the
European Parliament, this document reflects how the most influential
institutes of the European Union proposed to go beyond GDP. The
results of this proposal are reported in the 2013 staff working
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document Progress on ‘GDP and beyond’ actions. This document thus
reveals whether their intentions were followed through. Lastly, as the
official statistical office of the European Union, Eurostat’s 2014 news
release GDP and beyond. Measuring quality of life in the EU shows us what
indices were developed and implemented to measure progress. Thus,
in this thesis we take the Wuppertal report; Stiglitz report; and these
policy documents as representative of the BGDP project. 11. The SSE
approach
The Steady State Economy (SSE) approach is in one sense a very
concrete theory, put forward by several explicit proponents, such as
the Centre for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy (CASSE) and
economist Herman Daly, and can thus be distinguished from other
similar approaches relatively easily. On the other hand, the approach
has changed a lot over time, being influenced by similar strands of
thought and a wider development of increasing popular and scientific
concern for issues surrounding economic growth in a finite physical
environment. Here, we will therefore first describe what the SSE
approach entails and what it proposes. Then, we will give an historical
overview of its development over time. We will end with a description
of key literature from the SSE approach for the current research.
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11.1 The Steady State Economy approach
In its most strict sense, the SSE refers to a national, regional or
international economy of stable or mildly fluctuating size. Such an
economy can follow after a period of economic growth or degrowth,
but to be sustainable, it may not exceed ecological limits. The SSE
therefore aims to maintain stable or mildly fluctuating throughput, or use
of energy and materials. This means, for example, that birth rates equal
death rates, and production rates equal depreciation rates (CASSE,
2015a). Perhaps the most fervent and effective proponent of the SSE
is economist Herman Daly (1977), who in his book Steady-State
Economics: The Economics of Biophysical Equilibrium and Moral Growth
defined the SSE as
“an economy with constant stocks of people and artefacts,
maintained at some desired, sufficient levels by low rates of
maintenance ‘throughput’, that is, by the lowest feasible flows
of matter and energy from the first stage of production to the
last state of consumption” (Daly, 1977:16).
This definition has remained remarkably apt over the years, and is still
being used as a guiding definition by CASSE and many other thinkers
(see, for example Kerschner, 2010; Dietz & O’Neill, 2010 and O’Neill,
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2012). Central to this concept is the search for a sustainable scale of
production and consumption, which is here referred to as “the lowest
feasible flows of matter and energy”. This however begs the question
what is considered ‘feasible’ and what trade-offs should be made.
Several debates have become central to the SSE approach (O’Neill et
al., 2010). Firstly, for SSE thinkers, an economy of sustainable scale
should (theoretically) be able to exist indefinitely in its current state,
and as long as the benefits of growth (wellbeing) exceed the costs
(environmental degradation) (O’Neill, 2012). Nonetheless, this
assertion leaves much room for debate, for example on the question
how much pollution and resource extraction an ecosystem can
‘overcome’; or the more ethical question what benefits from economic
growth outweigh its environmental costs. A second debate centres on
the social consequences of economic stagnation. If economic growth
is restricted, poverty cannot be alleviated through mere expansion.
Since the following financial uncertainty and unemployment, will be
met with social unrest, fair distribution of wealth and secure
employment are central points of concern for SSE thinkers. Also,
popular and political support is deemed essential to enable
implementation of sustainability measures (Martinez-Allier, 2012).
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Again, this leaves room for debate. Should popular for example be a
central focus point, or should the urgency of environmental
degradation take precedence? (Røpke, 2005) Thirdly, to minimise
waste and to make as much use of the resources in a steady or
degrowing economy, efficient allocation is essential. Thinkers from the
SSE approach generally maintain that too much trust has been placed
on the allocative function of the market system by neoclassical
economists. It is therefore often argued that civil society and
governments need to intervene in some cases to deliver and distribute
resources as efficiently as possible (Gowdy, 2005). How and by whom
these responsibilities should be carried, is again topic of debate. Lastly,
the aim of the SSE approach is to maintain a high quality of life for
citizens and quality of life is thus regarded as a central policy goal
(O’Neill et al., 2010). What exactly are the ‘right’ determinants of a
good life is again not unambiguous.
11.1.1 To question growth
These questions on how to limit economic growth have stirred debates
in many different (academic) disciplines. The SSE is therefore only one
of several similar approaches which propose a downscaling of our
economy. For example, the degrowth movement maintains that economic
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stagnation is not sufficient to achieve sustainability, and argues that
only economic degrowth could prevent ecological catastrophe
(Kerschner, 2010). Degrowth thinkers seem to frame environmental
challenges as more urgent, and condemn more ‘nuanced’ approaches
as fraudulent and inadequate ‘snake oil’ (Kerschner, 2010).
Nonetheless, degrowth and the SSE approach could also be seen as
compatible. Degrowth could, for example, be a necessary path for rich
countries to achieve a SSE. Others maintain that in order to achieve
inherently important goals as sustainability and human wellbeing, it
does not really matter whether this is through degrowth, growth or
stagnation (Bergh, 2011). Moreover, a SSE should perhaps be regarded
as an unattainable goal, a motivating principle to guide economic
policy, rather than a simple, static end goal (Kerschner, 2010).
11.1.2 Concerns and aims
The plea for economic stagnation is primarily spurred by the
realization that our environment cannot sustain limitless growth, but
some other sources can also be pinpointed. For example, many have
criticised the idea that Southern countries need to follow the
development model of the United States and Europe. While institutes
such as the World Bank, IMF or WTO have long pressured
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developing countries to adopt growth centred economic policies, these
have actually often led to increased inequality and unsustainable use of
these countries’ resources (Martinez-Alier et al, 2010). Secondly, to
question the need for economic growth has often been framed in
democratic terms, namely to challenge standing power structures of
technological companies, research and education centres, and the
political system. Also, several movements mainly critique the ‘growth
is good paradigm’, and in response advocate spirituality, non-violence
or voluntary simplicity (Schneider et al., 2010).
Several concrete proposals have been made on behalf of the SSE
approach by CASSE during its 2010 conference (Dietz & O’Neill,
2010). Firstly, to minimise waste and resource use, it was proposed
that throughput and its social effects should be monitored
consequently and in a detailed manner. This also means that such
measures should differentiate between means and ends. To achieve the
same ends (wellbeing) while using less throughput, consumers should
be encouraged to replace consuming with being, doing and producing. In
order to achieve such a change of minds and consumer-culture,
politics and media should be engaged in the aim to limit environmental
pressure. Furthermore, to achieve sustainability, the SSE thinkers
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maintain that is not enough to only decrease our size footprint, but we
should also ‘limit the number of feet’, i.e. we need to stabilise
population growth. In order to develop a stable economy, it is
assumed that the current debt-based monetary system has to be
replaced by of one saving. Businesses should aim to grow to ‘the right
size’ rather than always bigger. Employment has to be secured for all,
so that economic growth is no longer necessary for income. Lastly, to
make sure that we achieve sustainability on a global scale without
harming individual countries in the process, international cooperation
and monitoring of economic (de)growth is essential.

11.2 Historical development of the Steady State Economy approach
The idea of stationary economy has been discussed by several other
philosophers, scientists and politicians before him, be it in both
positive and negative terms.
Firstly, classical economist Adam Smith was perhaps the first to
mention the stationary state, although as something he feared as an
inevitable endpoint of economic growth due to population growth and
decreasing returns (Kerschner, 2010:545)28. “The progressive state is,

He even predicted a maximum growth period of 200 years after which economic
stagnation will follow (Smith, 1843:117; CASSE, 2015a).
28
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in reality, the cheerful and the hearty state […]; the stationary is dull;
the declining melancholy” (Smith, 1843:34). Economist and
philosopher John Stuart Mill was (one of) the first thinkers to describe
the stationary state as a positive achievement where, in periods of
economic stagnation, human flourishing; growth through cultural,
moral and social progress; and the Art of Living could take precedence
over merely being occupied by “the art of getting on” (Mill, 1848). The
influential twentieth century economist John Maynard Keynes similarly
foresaw the moment where economic growth would again, and justly,
be regarded as a means to achieve other, inherently valuable ends, such
as happiness and wellbeing (CASSE, 2015a).
In his theory of the SSE, Herman Daly combined these ideas on
welfare economics with ecological principles and philosophies of
sustainability that developed during the twentieth century. Perhaps
most importantly, he was influenced by his professor Nicolas
Georgescu-Roegen. This mathematician, statistician and economist
linked economic theory with physical laws, and argued that the second
law of thermodynamics, the entropy law, also applies to the economic
process. This law explains that useful, low-entropy (simply put, lowchaotic) energy and materials are dissipated in any transformation and
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are then released as high-entropy wastes. Economic activity entails an
irreversible transformation from valuable resources to goods, services,
human wellbeing, but also useless and possibly harmful waste. The
irreversibility of the process of increasing entropy indicates that there
are limits to the scale of the economy and led Georgescu-Roegen to
fervently oppose economic growth. Other important theories which
influenced the SSE approach are Buddhist Economics, characterised by
sufficiency, fulfilment, community life, peace and cooperation, as
proposed by economist Ernst Friedrich Schumacher (1976) and the
idea of Spaceship Earth, where a ‘cowboy economy’ of ever-increasing
speed of production needs to be replaced by a ‘spaceman economy’
concerned with maintaining stock, a theory developed by Kenneth
Boulding (1966). All in all, these thinkers inspired Daly to develop a
theory of the SSE which placed the economy back in its environmental
context, with physical limits and as a mere ends to achieve other, more
important goals.
After Daly developed his ideas on the SSE, he joined forces with
architecture student and ecological economist Robert Costanza,
zoologist AnnMari Jansson, agricultural economist Joan Martinez-Alier
and others to develop the field of Ecological Economics (EE) during
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the 1980s. The founding assumptions of EE strongly overlap with
those of the SSE. First of all, both maintain that the human economy
is embedded in its natural context, which means that the economy is
comprised of biological, physical processes. This assumption leads
both ecological economists and SSE thinkers to concern themselves
with environmental issues and the question what a sustainable
economy entails (CASSE, 2015a). The SSE approach can thus be said
to be part of, or at least most strongly connected to, the broader and
relatively new field of EE (CASSE, 2015a; Martinez-Allier et al., 2010).
Being representative of the same fundamental assumptions as the SSE
approach (i.e. human dependency on the environment, the
vulnerability of ecosystems, and a critical stance towards economic
growth), the development of EE over time is exemplary of how a new
way of thinking developed since the second half of the twentieth
century, which led scientists, governments, NGOs and others to
question the merits of economic growth, and eventually to the explicit
call for economic stagnation or even degrowth.
11.2.1 The SSE approach and Ecological Economics
While only officially institutionalised as a distinct research field with
the establishment of the International Society for Ecological Economics
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(ISEE) in 1988 and the journal Ecological Economics in 1989, the ideas
from EE were already voiced and crystalized during the 1960s29.
During this decade, societal and scientific interest in environmental
issues coincided to spur a fundamental rethinking of the relation
between nature and humans. Within the societal and political realm,
the oil price shocks of the 70s, concerns about the impact of pesticides
and protest movements against nuclear energy, together with
widespread attention to conferences such as the United Nations
Conference on Human Environment and publications such as the
report Limits to growth in 1972 by the Club of Rome, ‘popularised’ ideas
about scarcity and finiteness of the earth’s resources (Røpke, 2004).
Due to this public awareness, funding was allocated to research
programs that addressed the issue of the environment. Novel scientific
perspectives were developed: environmentalist movements integrated
methods of natural sciences with those of biology to describe
complexity and relatedness between and within natural systems. The
modern concept of ecology was developed, in which ecosystems are

Framings of the economy in biophysical terms of flows of energy and
matter can be traced back even further to the middle of the 19 th century,
but these ideas only attained popular and academic attention when public
awareness of environmental problems grew during the 60s (Røpke, 2004).
29
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perceived as holistic structures where organisms live in an equilibrium or
stable state with their biophysical environment. This state can however
suddenly be lost if a tipping point is achieved, and such an event can
have large unexpected consequences on the rest of the system30. The
concepts of ecosystems redefined environmental issues as they showed
the precariousness of the environment, the complexity of interactions
within and between systems, and our fundamental dependency on it
(Røpke, 2005).
At the same time, social scientists developed theories that underscored
how our human society affects and threatens environmental stability.
For example, Kenneth E. Boulding (1966) stressed the urgency to
protect the earth’s resources by writing about spaceship earth as a
valuable but vulnerable and finite closed system. Herman Daly (1968)
developed input-output models of economic and ecological sectors, to
make clear that human activities can differ greatly in how efficiently
and sustainably they make use of the earth’s resources31Although
mainstream economists, maintained that resource scarcity would be
Since changes for keystone species could affect to entire system of
interrelated parts
31 The technological soundness of, for example, the economic theories or
statistical methods will not be a focus point, as we instead focus on the
basic assumptions and values on which these groups base their theory.
30
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solved by technological development and prizing mechanisms they did
start to focus on the functions of nature, namely for resources,
absorbing pollution and its aesthetic value, and thus tried to appreciate
nature, although solely in monetary terms (Levallois, 2010).
Since the 1960s, Ecological Economics lived through several ‘ups and
downs’. During the late 70s and early 80s popularity of Ecological
Economic suffered criticism from mainstream economics and
technological optimism, i.e. the idea that technology would greatly increase
efficiency and thus decrease resource use. The concept of sustainability
regained interest due to the Brundtland Report (1987), leading to a
‘second wave’ of environmentalism. During the 90s however, the field
experienced another setback when conservative think tanks discredited
the work of some of its main thinkers and popular concern shifted to
issues of terrorism and immigration (Røpke, 2005). Since then,
Ecological Economics has grown steadily, with increasing rates of
publications and members. This might in part be ascribed to the
somewhat pragmatic agenda of leading figures such as Robert
Costanza, founder and president of the ISEE and editor of the journal
Ecological Economics, who have favoured a connection to other,
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more mainstream (economic) science and policy to a more radical
rejection of economic growth (Røpke, 2005; Spash, 2013).

11.3 Key publications in context
While not the first work on stationary economics, the book Steady-State
Economics by Herman Daly (2014 [1977]) can be understood as one of
the seminal works of the current SSE approach. When the book was
first published in 1977, it was at first ‘aggressively ignored’ (Boulding,
1993:197) as its ideas radically challenged current beliefs about the
economy and environment, since Daly maintained that economic
growth does not increase happiness; is ‘uneconomic’ as it destroys
more (environmental) capital than it creates; and that our society could
‘do without’. By many economists, this argument was considered not
short of nonsense. They maintained a strong belief in the positive
effects of technological innovation and the impossibility of
abandoning economic growth (Economist, 1992). Challenging and
provoking dominant economic theories was however exactly what
Daly aimed to do. The central idea that Daly sought to challenge, was
that the economy is a free-floating entity, unbounded by its
environmental context, and that economic theories can thus forego the
constraints implied by this environment. In one of his later books,
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Daly (1996) describes how fundamentally his idea of the economy
differed from dominant theories, and how central this disagreement is
in understanding sustainability:
“Unless one has the pre-analytic vision of the economy as a
subsystem, the whole idea of sustainable development – of a
subsystem being sustained by a larger system whose limits and
capacities it must respect – makes no sense whatsoever. On the
other hand, a pre-analytic vision of the economy as a box
floating in infinite space allows people to speak of ‘sustainable
growth’- a clear oxymoron to those who see the economy as a
subsystem. The difference between these two visions could not
be more fundamental, more elementary or more irreconcilable”
(Daly, 1996:7).
Daly thus stresses how much our understanding of progress in
influenced by how we portray the environment, economy and human
action. Since the book Steady-State economics introduced fundamentally
novel approaches to our environment, economy and therefore the
meaning of progress, it is thus selected as one of the key works
representing the SSE approach.
More recently, and perhaps even more structurally, CASSE has
propagated the SSE approach by “educating citizens, organisations and
policy makers on the conflict between economic growth;
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environmental protection; ecological and economic sustainability; and
national security and international stability” (CASSE, 2015b). The
report Enough is Enough, edited by Dan O’Neill, Rob Dietz and Nigel
Jones (2010) summarises the first Steady State Economy conference
held in Leeds in 2010, organised by CASSE. This conference aimed to
raise awareness about the incompatibility between economic growth,
environmental sustainability and wellbeing, and to identify specific,
implementable policies to achieve a Steady State Economy (O’Neill et
al., 2010:9). The report thus reflects some of the central concerns
uphold by one of the most institutionalised representations of the SSE
approach. However, it is important to note that this report was
specifically designed to convince and educate a wider audience, and
has thus adopted a very accessible and attractive style. During the
analysis of this work in subsequent chapters, it is thus important to
keep in mind that this report might, for example, ignore or leave out
conflicting data or overestimate the consensus within the approach.
Although of course a radical ‘reduction’, we will take the Enough is
Enough report and book Steady State Economics to be representative
of the SSE approach in the following analysis.
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V. ANALYSIS
In this fourth part, we will study how the concept wellbeing is used by
thinkers of the BGDP project and SSE approach. We assume that the
term has no single, static definition, but ‘comes into being’ through its
use in language and practice. We will firstly zoom in on the specific
wordings used to describe wellbeing or related concepts such as quality
of life, happiness or life satisfaction. As such, we will try to supplement
‘official’ and overt definitions with the meanings used when the
concept is discussed in more detail. Secondly, we will study the
foundational theories underlying these approaches, and discuss what
assumptions and values these theories imply. Lastly, we will relate
these findings to the strategic interests of involved parties. In this part,
we will thus try to offer a descriptive answer to the question “What is
wellbeing, according to the BGDP project and SSE approach?”

12. Qualities of life: Wellbeing and the BGDP project
In this chapter, we focus on the meaning and role of wellbeing within
the BGDP project. Several ‘key works’ are taken to represent this
project, namely the report on measurement of economic performance and social
progress by Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and Jean-Paul Fitoussi (2009);
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the report on sustainable development by the Wuppertal institute
(2013); and three policy documents from the European Commission
and their statistical office Eurostat32. Based on analyses of these works,
it appears as if the BGDP project is attentive to several diverging
approaches to wellbeing, but is guided in its actions by the capabilities
approach. This approach defines wellbeing as a life with access to
several objective ‘functionings’.
“It holds that the key question to ask, when comparing societies
and assessing them for their basic decency or justice, is “what is
each person able to do and to be?” In other words, the
approach takes each person as an end, asking not just about the
total or average well-being, but about the opportunities
available to each person” (Nussbaum, 2011:18).
This approach thus attaches great value to individual freedom and
cultural plurality. These characteristics serve several strategic goals.
Firstly, the capabilities approach is more likely to be accepted by a
multitude of stakeholders than a singular or subjective definition,
which necessarily excludes some aspects of wellbeing. Moreover, it is
less dependent upon value statements about what a good life should

32

These works have been discussed in more detail in paragraph 11.3.
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entail. Therefore, this approach could offer a relatively value-free
manner of measuring progress.

12.1 Wellbeing according to the BGDP project
12.1.1 Sustainable development
The first work we will analyse is the Wuppertal report on sustainable
development. This report was written to inform members of the
European Parliament about possible alternative measures of progress.
As such, the report discusses the strengths and weaknesses of a myriad
of instruments and approaches. The report’s concluding
recommendation is to further develop and maintain “multidimensional
indicators showing the links among a community’s economy,
environment and society” (Schepelman et al., 2010:9). These indicators
could then supplement GDP to suit the themes, problems or questions
at hand. The choice for such an ‘eclectic’ approach could in part be
explained by the author’s awareness that choosing a particular measure
of progress, or even a specific set of instruments, implies making a
value statement, something that they (seemingly) wish to abstain from.
“It is not easy to assess ‘progress and development’, as these
concepts are not purely objective. ‘Development’ should aim at
improving the quality of people’s lives; the goals of
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development and the means to achieving them will be
prioritized differently according to the persons involved. Basic
needs for development include amongst others food, shelter,
health, safety and education. […] Beyond these basic needs,
‘development’ may involve many other dimensions which are to
some extent a question of values and preferences and which are
therefore not easy to define using objective empirical methods”
(9).
Thus, it is apparently not easy to state what progress exactly entails.
According to the authors, supplementing GDP “seems to be the most
realistic and acceptable option for going beyond GDP” (52). They
stress that the “hybrid accounting framework allows for a more
compatible and transparent indicator selection” (41). Thus, by offering
several indicators to choose from, we could monitor progress in a
relatively ‘value-free’ or transparent manner. However, compared to
dominant measures such as GDP, these supplementing indicators
might be said to “lack public perception and political support” (7).
Because these measures are less well known, they might mean little to,
or be wrongly interpreted by politicians and ‘the general public’.
Therefore, the authors advise the establishment of an “overarching,
transparent reference indicator system” which helps people to understand the
indicators correctly and thus to improve decision making (7). The
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authors are thus well aware of the importance of using clear
terminology, and of the fact that wrong perceptions of what indicators
exactly measure can influence public opinion. Therefore, they take care
to explain what wellbeing exactly entails and how it relates to GDP,
since “after all, most misconceptions concerning GDP stem from its
overt abuse as an indicator of welfare” (17).
Given this focus on precise terminology, it is somewhat surprising to
see that “the terms welfare and wellbeing are used rather interchangeably
in this study” (17). While these concepts might be similar, the former
is much more often used with reference to economic circumstances,
while the latter can imply flourishing in several aspects of life (often
reflected in an adjective such as social, economic or subjective
wellbeing)33. And indeed, it does seem to be the case that the terms
welfare and wellbeing are used in diverging contexts and thus to connote
to different concepts in this study. Although the distinction between
these concepts becomes most clear in subtle uses throughout the text,
one quote is quite telling:
“GDP can continued to be used for (economic) reform
assessments and particular questions of economic policy (such
33

Although this report could of course deviate from this common distinction.
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as fiscal and monetary policy), but beware of interpreting it as a
general sustainable development and welfare measure giving
any substantial and universally valid idea about people’s wellbeing” (7).
Here, it seems as if welfare refers to the broader economic or at least
material context, while wellbeing is used to describe how people feel.
Throughout the text, the authors speak of wellbeing mostly in
reference to happiness, or life satisfaction34. Whenever it is used
differently, it is preceded by adjectives such as economic or material
wellbeing. The term welfare on the other hand, is more often used in
reference to (material) living conditions or even as a synonym of
economic measures. Also, the same term (welfare) is later described as
a state resulting from capabilities or objective functionings.
“In fact, there is an undeniably strong correlation between
GDP levels and components of basic welfare such as high
literacy rates, better nutrition and health care, communications
technology, life expectancy, all important factors contributing
to people’s welfare” (19)

Also, the term wellbeing is used more specifically in the discussion of the Happy
Planet Index (an index composed of life satisfaction, life expectancy and ecological
footprint).
34
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Here, welfare is thus described as a state that comprises objective
functionings, such as literacy rates, nutrition, and health care.
Nonetheless, when the authors then go on to discuss the ‘threshold’ to
this relation between GDP and welfare, they cite a study by Helliwell
(2003), which makes use of a happiness or life satisfaction measure of
wellbeing. Within one paragraph, the authors thus represent welfare
first as a measure of objective functionings and subsequently as
happiness or life satisfaction.
We could dismiss such terminological vagueness as something which is
bound to happen in a discussion of complex phenomena such as
wellbeing, and therefore attach little meaning to it. However, if we take
this report to be a site “in which social meanings are created and
reproduced” (Tonkiss, 1998:246), we can discern a more general view
of wellbeing and its ‘rightful’ role in public policy, which is reproduced
in this study. Throughout the report, the authors convey the message
that the subjective and personal character of wellbeing as happiness is
problematic, since it makes the concept difficult to measure and out of
reach of political interventions. “This limits the usefulness of
happiness as a measure for evaluating policy measures” (36). The
report thus (re)produces the idea that wellbeing as happiness is too
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personal and subjective to be informative for public policy.
Furthermore, by blurring the boundaries between subjective, objective
and economic wellbeing, this report conveys the idea that these
concepts indicate pretty much the same phenomena, and can therefore
be used interchangeably. However, in the process, subjective wellbeing
is disregarded as a real and viable indicator of progress, leaving
measures of objective and economic wellbeing as the dominant
meanings of wellbeing. In doing so, the report ‘marginalizes’ the idea
that subjective measures of wellbeing (while they may or may not be
difficult to measure) comprise an important and distinct aspect to
wellbeing, which we cannot simply ignore. Here, discourse thus
conceals certain parts of reality by blurring the boundaries between
different interpretations of the concept wellbeing, and simultaneously
disregarding some of those interpretations.
12.1.2 Commission report on the measurement of economic
performance and social progress
Quite similarly, the analysis of the definition of wellbeing in the Stiglitz
report (2009) firstly stumbled upon a seemingly diffuse use of
terminology. Not least, this is due to the reference to many different
‘kinds’ of wellbeing, such as societal wellbeing, subjective wellbeing, economic
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wellbeing, mental wellbeing and material wellbeing. Moreover, following the
Brundtland report, sustainability is here defined as the ability to ensure
future wellbeing, which is contrasted to current wellbeing. The differences
between these terms are not discussed in great detail in all cases, but in
general, it seems to imply a multifaceted understanding of the
overarching concept of a more ‘general’ wellbeing. Indeed, in their
recommendations, Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi (2009:14) state that “To
define what wellbeing means a multidimensional definition has to be
used.” Wellbeing is thus not defined as one specific state, but as the
fulfilment of several distinct needs or desires. What these central needs
comprise, is not set in stone, but the commission states that:
“while the precise list of the features affecting quality of life
inevitably rests on value judgments, there is a consensus that
quality of life depends on people’s health and education, their
everyday activities (which include the right to a decent job and
housing), their participation in the political process, the social
and natural environment in which they live, and the factors
shaping their personal and economic security” (15).
The report thus underscores the political and normative nature of the
process of defining wellbeing, but assumes to have found several
consensual key dimensions. Perhaps most striking about this
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definition, however, is the absence of the dimensions of subjective
wellbeing, (16). This is remarkable, because subjective wellbeing is later
named as an important source of “information about people’s quality
of life” and the report recommends that “statistical offices should
incorporate questions to capture people’s life evaluations, hedonic
experiences and priorities in their own survey” (16). Also, it is stated
that the subjective dimensions of quality of life encompass those
aspects which are associated with subjective wellbeing (43). While
subjective wellbeing is thus elaborately discussed and named as an
important source of information, it is not explicitly included in the
‘official’ definition of wellbeing. Rather, it seems to be regarded as not
a key dimension of general wellbeing, nor as a factor shaping quality of
life, but more as an instrument, a specific kind of reflection of ‘real’
quality of life. But real wellbeing is taken to be the objective freedom
that people have.
“The information relevant to valuing quality of life goes beyond
people’s self-reports and perceptions to include measures of
their “functionings” and freedoms. In effect, what really matters
are the capabilities of people, that is, the extent of their
opportunity set and of their freedom to choose among this set,
the life they value” (15).
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Thus, according to the authors of this report, defining the truly good
life and its progress, would be done by looking at the availability of
choices a person has; the access to certain things in life which are
deemed to be intrinsically valuable. As such, the subjective experience
of the individual becomes less important. To these authors, quality of
life is about the possibility to have a good life, not about achieving
happiness itself. In a sense, the authors thus understand wellbeing as a
concept of objective circumstances, and not of the experience of a subject.
Here, a different repertoire of terminology comes into play. Namely, in
the Stiglitz report, wellbeing is ostensibly used as a synonym for quality
of life. For example, in their introduction to measuring wellbeing, it is
first stated that wellbeing is multidimensional, but in the following
recommendations, the report elaborates on the determinants and
measures of quality of life. This cross-referencing might seem
unimportant, but becomes quite telling when we consider how these
two concepts are later used throughout the text. Wellbeing is used as a
description of the overall state of life; as a concept encompassing
subjective feelings, achievements, as well as material living conditions;
and thus as a synonym of general progress. For example, in the
purpose statement, it is stated that “the report advocates a shift of
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emphasis from a “production-oriented” measurement system to one
focused on the well-being of current and future generations, i.e. toward broader
measures of social progress” (10, italics added). Wellbeing is thus somewhat
vaguely used as a container-concept of all those different things which
have come to be associated with a positive change, or progress. Quality
of life on the other hand, seems to be much more clearly defined as the
value that needs to be measured and promoted, and is more often
defined as a state resulting from “people’s objective conditions and
capabilities” (15), which are in turn specified as the eight key
dimensions mentioned earlier.
Thus, through a seemingly ‘inclusive’ use of terms, wellbeing is equalled
to all aspects of progress and positive change. On the other hand,
subjective wellbeing is considered as ‘merely’ an instrumental measure of
the truly good life, which is more clearly defined as quality of life. This
concept in turn entails a plurality of some subjective, but mainly
objective functionings. In this meaning, quality of life is taken to define
real wellbeing, the thing we need to measure in order to understand
progress. Of course, there is nothing wrong with such an approach in
itself. Moreover, it is arguably quite logical that these BGDP thinkers
focus primarily on a plurality of objective circumstances rather than on
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subjective experiences, since the former are much more easily
measured. However, this specific approach does implicitly disregard
subjective approaches to wellbeing as sufficient or satisfactory
measures of progress.
12.1.3 Measuring wellbeing in the European Union
In these reports by BGDP thinkers, wellbeing seems to be understood
as (objectively) having access to certain goods and services. It seems as
if the authors are somewhat more cautious about subjective measures,
even though they are regarded as important sources of information.
How does this approach affect the ‘practical’ reality of measuring
progress in Europe? Several policy documents give an insight into how
the BGDP project affected the development of indices of progress. In
2009, the European Commission (2009:4-8) proposed five actions for
going beyond GDP, namely to improve “near real-time information
for decision making”; to provide “more accurate reporting on
distribution and inequalities”; to develop “a European Sustainable
Development Scoreboard”; to extend “National Accounts to
environmental and social issues”; and to complement “GDP with
environmental and social indicators”. Although not extensively
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discussed, the document gives some indication for how they
understand wellbeing.
“Citizens care for their quality of life and well-being. Income,
public services, health, leisure, wealth, mobility and a clean
environment are means to achieve and sustain those ends.
Indicators on these "input" factors are therefore important for
governments and the EU. In addition, social sciences are
developing increasingly robust direct measurements of quality
of life and well-being and these "outcome" indicators could be a
useful complement to the "input" indicators” (5).
All in all, wellbeing thus seems to refer both to objective opportunities
and subjective experiences, although it is not quite clear what will be
done with those subjective measurements which “social sciences are
developing”. In 2013, a first update by the European Commission
(2013) reports that the European Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions (EU-SILC) will become the core instrument for measuring
quality of life. The EU-SILC then comprises information on
household consumption and wealth; a multidimensional measurement
of income, employment, health, education, leisure, safety, governance,
environment and experience of life; and a proposal for several
environmental sustainability measures. Quality of life will be
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represented in the so called ‘8+1 dimensions’, indicating that the first
eight dimensions are collected yearly by Eurostat, the European
Commission’s statistical office, whilst subjective wellbeing will be
measured only once every four years by Eurofound (Eurostat, 2014).
Subjective wellbeing thus gets the somewhat dubious position of being
the ‘+1’, which practically seems to indicate that it will be measured
only so often, and that the extensive research results will not be
available until summer 2015 (Eurostat, 2015). As such, it remains
somewhat of a ‘misfit’.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the theoretical approach which focuses on
objective opportunities and is wary about subjective indicators, is thus
largely reflected in practice. European statistical offices have developed
a wide array of objective indices, but subjective data is much scarcer,
and will not be available until two years after it has been collected.

12.2 Conceptual foundations in the BGDP project
Thus, especially in the Stiglitz report (2009), a philosophical preference
can be discerned underneath their seemingly loose approach to
terminology. In the theoretical discussion of the report, three
conceptual approaches to quality of life are described, namely the
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capabilities, subjective wellbeing, and welfare approach35. While these theories
are described as if they are of equal value, and the report repeatedly
states that the dimensions of a measure of wellbeing depends “on the
philosophical perspective taken” (41; 56), the text implicitly hints at a
hierarchy between the three approaches. That is to say, welfare and
subjective wellbeing are mentioned as parts of the broader and more
comprehensive quality of life. Quality of life is in turn defined as a multidimensional concept which can be informed by “measures of both
objective and subjective wellbeing” (16). This is very similar to the
capabilities approach, which defines wellbeing as someone’s freedom
to choose among several ‘doings and beings’ (42).
The capabilities approach thus seems more important in defining
wellbeing than the subjective or welfare approach. However, the
hierarchy between these approaches is somewhat difficult to discern,
since the different terms are used interchangeably. For example, the
term quality of life is sometimes used when subjective wellbeing would
be more appropriate, as is the case in the statement that
“One area where various subjective measures of people’s wellbeing agree is in pointing to the high costs of unemployment
35

These approaches are discussed in more detail in chapter 7.
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for people’s quality of life. People who become unemployed
report lower life-evaluations, even after controlling for their
lower income, and with little adaptation over time; unemployed
people also report a higher prevalence of various negative
affects (sadness, stress and pain) and lower levels of positive
ones (joy)” (44).
Here, quality of life is mentioned as the value which is compromised
by an adverse life event such as unemployment. But these findings36,
are the descriptive dimensions of subjective wellbeing. Due to such
paragraphs, it is tempting to think that quality of life and subjective
wellbeing mean more or less the same thing. However, the report
makes a clear distinction and frames progress in terms of quality of
life, as defined by the capabilities approach. Such a blurring of
different terms might be harmless (which it might well be in the large
scheme of things), but it does covertly make a value statement about
what a good life should entail and what role public institutes should
play in achieving it.

I.e. low life-evaluations, higher prevalence of negative affect and lower
levels of positive affect
36
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Capabilities
The capabilities approach could be said to represent several
assumptions and value judgements. For example, this approach regards
the presence of objective opportunities in domains such as education,
employment, political voice and health care as intrinsically important,
irrespective of its effect on subjective wellbeing. In this approach, what
is regarded as justness, is influenced by John Rawls’s (2001) theory of
justice. This theory states that we should come to an agreement about
how to organise society, while hypothetically we are behind ‘a veil of
ignorance’, i.e. we do not know where, when and as whom we will be
born in this world. According to Rawls, this implies that, while not all
resources should be divided according to complete egalitarian
principles, we do need to consider what aspects in life each of us needs
to live a full and worthy life and distribute these ‘resources’ equally.
Similarly, wellbeing according to the capabilities approach means to
have enough possibilities to be able to create a good life for oneself.
More than in Rawls’s theory however, the approach also stresses the
importance of cultural plurality, individual freedom, and personal
responsibility in achieving a good life. Therefore, it becomes of great
importance that public institutes do not to impose too much on
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citizens, with regard to how to live their life. Because every person is
different, each and every one of use should thus be allowed to make
their own choices (Robeyns, 2011). While Rawls thus advocates
equality above all, the capabilities approach maintains that everyone
should have the same basic possibilities, but may freely choose how to
use them, and that some people actually deserve more than others
when they need it to live a full life (for example if they are disabled).

12.3 Authority and strategy
As already mentioned, both in the Stiglitz and Wuppertal report it is
stressed that defining wellbeing or progress is a very normative
exercise. But the authors from both reports seem reluctant to make
such value statements. They prefer to adopt an eclectic approach,
combining different indicators of progress. Such an approach has
several advantages. Firstly, if we use a broad array of different
instruments to measure progress, we gather a large amount of
information, and can thus always find data about the subject we wish
to study. A myriad of instruments thus implies a broad set of ‘data’,
and therefore a ‘right’ answer to pretty much all questions37. Secondly,

In this case, we could say that ‘more information is simply better’, although we
could of course also question such a statement.
37
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since a plural measurement of progress comprises many different
instruments, it is likely that most concerned parties will be satisfied
that ‘their’ instrument is also included. Thus, irrespective of whether
one advocates sustainability, subjective wellbeing or welfare, an eclectic
approach to measuring progress entails all and thus suits all. Such an
approach is therefore more likely to receive consensual approval. This
is an important quality of an instrument to inform political decisions.
It could thus be said that a plural, mainly objective approach to
measuring progress could be more easily accepted by a myriad of
stakeholders38, and is preferable due to its broad and versatile
applicability. However, by choosing this approach, these authors
nonetheless do make some value statements. By adopting a plural
approach to measuring wellbeing, while simultaneously branding
certain perspectives (such as a subjective approach) as somewhat
dubious, they convey the idea that personal, subjective experiences are
an inferior. Of course, favouring one approach over another is no

To the contrary, it could of course also be said that the more indicators are
included in a measure of progress, the more people could object to (and thus the
more likely they are to reject it). However, it is quite plausible that people will be
less likely to object to the inclusion of an indicator they disagree with, that to the
omission of one they do value.
38
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problem in itself. But it does exclude other perspectives, especially if
the proposed approach is represented as a ‘value free’.

12.4 In sum
In the previous chapter, we have tried to answer the fourth subquestion “What is wellbeing, according to the BGDP project? And what
philosophical theories, values and assumptions does this interpretation imply?” In
both the Stiglitz and Wuppertal report, a reluctance can be discerned
to make value statements about what is a good life. While stressing the
importance of achieving (sustainable) wellbeing for all human beings,
and therefore taking many different perspectives into consideration,
these reports remain reticent about making (normative) statements
about which they prefer. Subjective wellbeing is however regarded as a
somewhat troublesome concept, since it might be considered too
personal to be a rightful subject of public policy. This approach to
wellbeing is also reflected in the indices developed under the flag of
‘Beyond GDP’, i.e. they mainly focus on objective opportunities. In
doing so, the message of these BGDP works resonates with a modern
discourse which stresses the importance of agency and selfresponsibility in attaining wellbeing (Rose, 1999; Sointu, 2005). As our
society has become less hierarchical, individuals need to ‘self-discipline’
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in order to fit in with demands of being a good, healthy, productive
citizen and employee. Something as intimate and normative as
subjective wellbeing would then be understood to belong to the realm
of the individual, not the public sphere.
In sum, the BGDP project thus interprets wellbeing as a plural,
objective concept. The authors of these works do not explicitly
mention conflicts between morality and wellbeing, but seem to
maintain that values such as freedom should take precedence in
determining public policy. Also, while the concept is regarded as
socially contextualised, it is placed first and foremost in the realm of
the individual.

13. True progress: Wellbeing and the SSE approach
In this chapter, we will study how the concept wellbeing is used by
thinkers from the SSE approach. The works taken to represent this
approach, are the seminal book Steady-state Economics by Herman Daly
(1991) and the report Enough is Enough written by Dan O’Neill and
Nigel Jones (2009) about a conference organized by the Centre for the
Advancement of the Steady State Economy (CASSE). From this
analysis, it appears as if SSE thinkers are much less reluctant to make
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normative statements about what a good life should entail. Also, ethics
seem to play a more important role, since to these thinkers true
wellbeing comprises virtuousness, relatedness and fulfilment.
Following from their focus on sustainable wellbeing, the good life is not
only about feeling well, but also about treating others well.

13. 1 Wellbeing according to the SSE approach
13.1.1 Steady-State Economics
We start this analysis with one of the first and perhaps the most
important work for the current SSE approach, the book Steady-State
Economics by ecological economist Herman Daly (1991). Perhaps
surprisingly, wellbeing does not seem to play a very important role in
this book; neither the term wellbeing nor any of its synonyms39 are
discussed very extensively. Whenever the concept is used, it is mainly
posited as something that is harmed by economic growth, or at least
not served by it. As such, Daly seems to contrast economic growth to
some other, more valuable state. This juxtaposition takes on a

In this analysis we studied several synonyms, such as happiness, life satisfaction,
quality of life, standard of living, the good life, contentment, pleasure, hedonics,
eudemonia, felicity, enjoyment, thriving.
39
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relatively ‘fervent character’ emphasising the difference between a
shallow, materialistic pleasure and real ‘organic’ wellbeing.
“Has growth-mania, aided by money fetishism, become a kind
of pleasure center in our collective brain that is so much fun to
stimulate that we willingly sacrifice objective organic well-being
and viability to a self-induced, subjective good feeling?”
(1991:64).
In these somewhat theatrical wordings, Daly thus juxtaposes the
pleasurable feeling of consumption and economic growth to another
form of ‘organic’ well-being. What this kind of wellbeing exactly
comprises, however, remains somewhat vague. The most concrete
reference Daly makes about what wellbeing comprises, is in reference
to the ‘Easterlin paradox’; the lack of a correlation between happiness
and economic growth beyond a certain threshold. Still, the discussion
of this study on wellbeing as happiness seems to serve more to
substantiate his criticism of economic growth, that as an explication of
the concept wellbeing. Thus, while Daly criticises economic growth for
its inability to yield real wellbeing, he does not go to great lengths to
explain what this wellbeing should entail.
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To be well or to do well
Nonetheless, the triviality of the concept wellbeing in this book might
seem less unexpected, if we consider that Daly’s main argument is that
we should understand our economy as part of our natural
environment, and should thus focus on the ecological limits our
economy, not on anthropocentric, subjective concepts. Defining a
sustainable economy in terms of wellbeing to him is inadequate,
because
“… it defines one imprecise concept (sustainability) in terms of
something even less definable – utility, nay, discounted, future,
aggregated utility! It is better to aim at something more
operational by sticking with the physical approach of the
ecologist. It is impossible for the present to bequeath happiness
or utility to the future. The only thing that can be passed on is
natural and man-made capital” (284).
Daly argues that classical economic theories have erroneously defined
the economy as a theoretical, non-material system, while it is actually a
part of its natural environment. Focussing too much on a concept as
wellbeing could thus distract from the environmental approach to the
economy. When Daly justifies his criticism of economic growth with
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reference to its failure to deliver wellbeing his main is that we should
understand it as a reason to reconsider our societal aims.
“…growth is less important for human welfare than we have
heretofore thought. Consequently other competing goals
should rise relatively in the scale of social priorities. Future
generations, subhuman species, community, and whatever else
has been sacrificed in the name of growth, should henceforth
be less sacrificed simply because growth is less productive of
general happiness than used to be the case when marginal
income was dedicated mainly to the satisfaction of absolute
wants rather than relative wants” (267).
Daly thus states that happiness is no longer a final argument for the
sake of growth, making way for other considerations. To him, morality
seems to be the most important question in the absence of a relation
between economic growth and wellbeing.
Morality
Daly seems to have several reasons for focusing on morality. Firstly, he
uses moral arguments to criticise the current neoclassical economic
paradigm. He tries to show that this paradigm unfairly justifies
economic growth with a claim to progress. According to Daly,
economic growth does not alleviate poverty; increases rather than
diminishes inequality; and thus does not create better lives. And even if
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it would do all these things, Daly states that we would still be better off
if we are able to use fewer resources to achieve the same goals, than if
we could simply produce more. For him, true development is thus
about qualitative change and efficiency, not about quantitative growth.
However, according to Daly, these critical perspectives on economic
growth have been neglected or even obscured by neoclassical
economists, as they (wrongfully) justify economic growth with an
appeal on wellbeing. Secondly, Daly argues that the current paradigm
of consumerism and economic growth actually erodes moral capital.
“The idea that something should not be bought because it is
frivolous, degrading, tawdry, or immoral is subversive to the
growth imperative. But a World View of scientific materialism
leaves no room for purpose, for good and evil, for better and
worse states of the world. It erodes morality in general and
moral restraint in economic life in particular. As power has
increased, purpose has shrunk” (268).
Thus, the dominant materialistic view of the economy is only mindful
of increasing production, and not of improving its yields for human
kind. At the same time, it spreads a culture of consumerism which
lacks and even demotivates moral values, because these are often
incompatible with consumerist behaviour.
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Another reason for Daly to focus on morality rather than wellbeing is
that, to him, the question of sustainable economic development is
essentially a moral question, not a technical one. He states that we
have put too much faith in technological improvements, while
ignoring the question of how we should rightfully behave if such
technologies fail to solve problems of poverty, overpopulation and
environmental degradation. But “if we are serious about helping the
poor, we shall have to face up to the moral issue of redistribution and
stop sweeping it under the rug of aggregate growth” (25). So, if we
truly chased economic growth because of its ability to address moral
problems, Daly argues, we could better try to address these issues
directly, and thus devise moral answers to these moral questions. Also,
to Daly, it is therefore of great importance to develop moral
frameworks, if the steady state economy is to be achieved and
sustained.
“A physical steady state, if it is to be worth living in, absolutely
requires moral growth. Future progress simply must be made in
terms of the things that really count rather than the things that
are merely countable. Institutional changes are necessary but
insufficient. Moral growth is also necessary but insufficient.
Both together are necessary and sufficient, but the institutional
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changes are relatively minor compared to the required change in
values” (95).
Since economics is essentially the study of those resources we need to
create a good life, economists should be concerned with the
(essentially moral) question what such a good life comprises, at least to
the opinion of Herman Daly. Other more technical and institutional
problems will (easily) follow after that. To Daly, the question what
progress entails should be brought back to the field of economics,
“lest it deserves Oscar Wilde’s remark that an economist is a man who
knows the price of everything and the value of nothing” (19).
Wellbeing as moral improvement
Within Daly’s work, wellbeing thus has somewhat of an ambiguous
position. On the one hand, he states that it should be of little
importance in defining sustainability (or at least of less importance
than environmental and moral concerns). On the other hand, he
maintains that economics should be concerned with defining purpose,
in which achieving true wellbeing should take precedence over mere
growth. This raises the question how Daly defines purpose, and what
wellbeing means in such a context.
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As we saw earlier, morality is an important guiding principle in
defining purpose in Daly’s theory. Then what does he define as
morally right? Firstly, Daly stresses the importance of equality. “If we
are serious about helping the poor, we shall have to face up to the
moral issue of redistribution” (25). This call for redistribution also
extends to future generations, and since they cannot make their
interests known in current debates, “somehow the present must
restrain its own consumption on basis of moral concern for the
future” (258). Since future generations depend on the actions of all of
us (as isolated actions by single individuals will not alter the situation
of future generations greatly), future justness implies present justness.
The lives of our descendants are closely intertwined with many of our
contemporaries. Therefore, we now need to tackle the problem of how
to justly distribute the finite resources available to us. Then how to
define a moral system which simultaneously takes current and future
equality in consideration? To Daly, this justice is a ‘negative justice’;
based on not doing harm rather than trying to do what is right.
“As a minimum and often sufficient definition, we might
describe ‘sound values’ as those that do not promote the
indiscriminate destruction of terrestrial life. […] Minimization
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of suffering is a more operational goal than maximization of
pleasure” (191).
Nonetheless, Daly also defines some surprisingly precise virtues.
Firstly, he states that we should be guided by ‘material sufficiency’; a
concept which he admits is rather vague, but implies that at some
point when our basic needs are met, we will have to wilfully forego
further material enrichment. Beyond that point “the goal of life
becomes wisdom, enjoyment, cultivation of the mind and soul, and
community” (61). Daly also defines several ethical principles; moral
rules which should guide our action, namely stewardship, humility and
holism. Thus, irrespective of what goals we pursue, we have to feel
responsible for our environment; accept that we cannot know exactly
how we affect it and thus ‘tread lightly’; and understand that different
parts of our lives and environment are connected, and should thus be
considered as a whole.
In sum, to Herman Daly, wellbeing is a somewhat ambiguous concept.
He refers to the importance of meeting certain material needs, but
stresses that after a certain threshold, material standards of living do
no longer affect real wellbeing. Such wellbeing might be defined as
happiness, or the achievement of “wisdom, enjoyment, cultivation of
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the mind and soul, and community” (61). Nonetheless, wellbeing
seems to be of less importance than morality, which entails material
sufficiency, stewardship, humility and holism.
Enough is Enough
In the report Enough is Enough by O’Neill et al. (2010), the concept of
subjective wellbeing seems to be much more central. Firstly, according
to these authors, sustainable and equitable human wellbeing is the ultimate
end towards which our society should strive. All other goals are
defined as merely “means in support of this end” (75). Moreover,
although economic growth is seen as a possible method for increasing
wellbeing, it is by no means seen as a necessary condition for it, and
even as damaging to wellbeing once a certain point is achieved. The
authors stress that wellbeing is about satisfaction, about fulfilment and
being able to state that one has achieved enough.
“In the positive sense, “getting or having enough” corresponds
to feelings of satisfaction, fulfilment and well-being. On the
other hand, “Enough!” is an exclamation that comes to mind
when we feel upset, overwhelmed or frustrated. The
connotation of “enough” is dependent upon just what it is that
we’ve had enough of (21)”.
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At least in its material form, wellbeing is thus defined an ‘end state’;
something which “should be more or less universal” (76). Without
making the distinction explicitly, the authors seem to complement this
notion of wellbeing as fulfilment with an understanding of wellbeing as
flourishing, i.e. “to live within an optimal range of human functioning,
one that connotes goodness, generativity, growth, and resilience”
(Fredrickson & Losada, 2005:678). The index of Happy Life Years, an
indicator combining life satisfaction and life expectancy, is proposed as
the key measure of wellbeing, but this measure of ‘mere’ subjective
wellbeing is not deemed satisfactory. Rather than subjective life
satisfaction or pleasure, the authors state that wellbeing should also be
defined as the degree to which psychological needs are being met.
“Of course, well-being is about more than just life expectancy
and life satisfaction, and the headline indicator would need to
be complemented by other sub-indicators of well-being.
Indicators that measure flourishing should be included in this
group, to assess how well people’s psychological needs are
being met (for example, needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness)” (76).
Thus, these authors define wellbeing as not only feeling well, but as
living a life which is ‘fully human’.
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Moreover, by focussing on the sustainability and equity of human
wellbeing, the concept adopts a more prescriptive, ethical character
within this text. To these authors, it is not enough to increase pleasure
for as many people as possible (a utilitarian perspective), since they
maintain that true wellbeing should ensure a good life for all, including
future generations. This means that an evaluation of the good life
should not only consider currently living individuals, but also their
relation to others. Here, the authors thus describe a more eudaimonic
understanding of wellbeing, i.e. a state of excellence; of not only living
a comfortable life, but also living virtuously.
In this text, the concept of wellbeing is thus related to fulfilment of
material needs, without exceeding limits of sustainability. Also, it
comprises not only contentment or satisfaction, but also the
development of psychological strengths and the consideration of
others.

13.2 Conceptual foundations in the SSE approach
13.2.1 Enough is Enough
The concept of wellbeing as defined by O’Neill and others (2010) in
the CASSE report Enough is Enough, relates to subjective evaluations or
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life satisfaction, as well as to theories of psychological flourishing and
care for others and future generations. This conception of wellbeing
can be traced back to several foundational theories. Firstly, the idea of
wellbeing as flourishing has been greatly influenced by self-determination
theory (SDT). This theory has been advocated most prominently by
positive psychologists Edward L. Deci and Richard Ryan (2000) and
focuses on the psychological needs which enhance a positive and
‘natural’ life. As a theory from positive psychology, SDT focuses on the
psychological strengths that ‘healthy’ people can develop, rather than
on methods for treating mental illness. The theory assumes that
psychological health comprises the development of intrinsic selfmotivation which can be enhanced by a social environment if it
contributes to the satisfaction of three human needs: competence,
autonomy and relatedness. As such, humans are understood to be
naturally inclined towards positive and intrinsically motivated
development, but also closely connected to their social environment.
The Enough is Enough report seems to be based on a relatively similar
idea of humans as naturally inclined towards psychological betterment,
where wellbeing is taken to be largely a consequence of immaterial
circumstances.
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Humanistic thought
Moreover, the assumptions and values conveyed in this article can be
traced back to humanistic psychology and the humanistic ideal of Bildung.
Bildung here refers to an idea which arose in 18th century Germany. Its
proponents idealized self-development towards becoming ‘fully’
human; an all-round intellectual. This philosophical current therefore
resisted the idea that education merely serves as a pragmatic
preparation for working life, but maintained that human development
it is about cognitive, moral as well as aesthetic betterment (Smit, 2005).
From the perspective of Bildung, human progress is thus a holistic
process towards a richer life, rather than a utilitarian development for
better functioning within society40. Similarly, to SSE thinkers, it seems
to be important for people to flourish as humans, rather than to serve
the utilitarian ideal of a functional, happy society.
The Bildungs-ideal of holistic development is closely connected to the
practical wisdom which plays an important role in humanistic

It is however important to note that this ideal of Bildung was initially often
reserved to the elite. It was thought that the Bildung of a few talented and
privileged persons had to be supported by the rest of society, since their
development would ‘serve the greater good’ (Smit, 1998). Thinkers such as
Edward Saïd (2004) have tried to reform bildung into a more inclusive concept in
for example ‘realistic humanism’.
40
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psychology. Similar to positive psychology, humanistic psychology
focuses on the development of psychological strengths, and maintains
a eudaimonic understanding of wellbeing as flourishing. However, in
their theories of human development, humanistic psychologists put
more emphasis on learning virtuous behaviour through phronesis; the
practice of ethics in specific, real-life situations. Whereas positive
psychologists focus on nomothetic41; common or even universal virtues
and their relation to wellbeing, humanistic psychologists stress that we
also need to develop the “practical wisdom that will allow us to
understand how to utilize those virtues in particular, concrete
situations” (Robbins, 2008:106). From this perspective, defining
wellbeing begs the ethical question of what a good person and good
behaviour is in a particular situation. This question of what is good
behaviour within a context of environmental degradation and finite
resources, plays an important role in the work of these SSE thinkers.
Self-reflection and ethics
Similarly, true wellbeing is defined in this report as necessarily equal
and sustainable. Thus, by equalling wellbeing to virtuous behaviour,

In psychology, nomothetic research focuses on those characteristics which are
common among large groups of people.
41
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these authors seem to adhere to a eudaimonic approach to happiness.
Indeed, the idea that self-interest and doing the right thing go hand-inhand, is a common theme in this report. However, this eudaimonic
approach seems to be supplemented with a deontological understanding.
For example, the report seems to be quite concerned with ethical
dilemmas which could surface as a consequence of their approach. For
example, the authors warn that “if human well-being is the ultimate
end, and the means by which it is achieved are neglected, then some
people could potentially achieve happiness in ways that are harmful to
society (by hurting others for example)” (78). The authors thus stress
that it is important to not only consider ends, but also the proper
means for achieving these ends. It could therefore be said that these
SSE thinkers advocate deontological theories of justice, and thus value
morally just actions or processes over ends. This is also a reason for
the authors to focus on the importance of equitable wellbeing, since “a
focus on equity should help to ensure that one person’s well-being
does not come at the expense of another’s”. One might ask whether
inequality is the only harm that could be caused by our search for
happiness, but this concern shows that these SSE thinkers try to link
the concept of wellbeing to some form of integrity, or ethics.
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Nonetheless, the moral justifications for focusing on sustainable and
equitable wellbeing remain somewhat instrumental and thus superficial
within this report. For example, it is stated that
“If the economic structure is to last then well-being must clearly
be sustainable. There is no point attaining well-being for one
generation at the expense of future generations. Careless
consumption of tomorrow’s resources for today’s enjoyment is
no basis for a lasting prosperity” (116).
Here, the authors treat sustainability and concern for future
generations as a natural given in two ways. Firstly, it seems as if they
do not even consider the possibility that some people might happily
sacrifice the wellbeing of future generations for their own pleasure.
Secondly, they make the point that a “failure to provide equal
opportunities for all is certain to derail an economy in the long run.
Well-being for certain individuals that is gained at the expense of
others undermines overall societal well-being” (116). Here,
sustainability is not portrayed as a moral act, something that we should
do because it is the right thing to do, but as an instrumental act, as
something which we ought to do to prevent social unrest and possible
harm to our own wellbeing. While CASSE thus implicitly seems to
define wellbeing as a moral concept, which is concerned with not only
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the individual, but also the responsibilities towards others, they seem
to forego a systematic discussion of what such an ethical
understanding would imply.
13.2.2 The importance of morality
In Daly’s (1991) Steady-State Economy, morality plays an important
role in two ways: it serves to identify the goals of our economy; i.e.
material sufficiency and moral improvement, as well as the ‘rules of the
game’, namely stewardship, humility and holism. Perhaps due to this
centrality, it is of great importance to Daly to believe in the existence
of several objective, universal and metaphysical values.
“Just as all research in the physical sciences must dogmatically
assume the existence of objective order in the physical world,
so must research in the policy sciences dogmatically assume the
existence of objective value in the moral world. Policy must be
aimed at moving the world toward a better state of affairs or
else it is senseless. If “better” and “worse” have no objective
meaning, then policy can only be arbitrary and capricious”
(267).
Daly thus seems to assume that a moral orientation is only possible if it
is directed towards some objective moral value. As such, he seems to
follow the deontological approach which states that morally just
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actions should abide universal moral rules. This argument runs
contrary to for example pragmatism, the philosophical tradition which
maintains that (moral) value statements are not objective truths which
can be ‘discovered’, but arise as a consequence of constantly evolving
societal dialogue (Hookway, 2015). According to these pragmatists, a
moral statement cannot be applied similarly to all times and places.
Moral rules are thus always temporary and context specific
‘agreements’ between several parties. To Daly, this evolving, perhaps
‘fleeting’ foundation of morality is unsatisfactory. To him “an enduring
ethic must be more than a social convention. It must have some
objective, transcendental authority, regardless of whether one calls that
authority ‘God’ or ‘the Force’” (Daly, 2014:170). While not directly
apparent in his 1991 book, Daly seems to derive his moral guidance
from religion, and maintains that a lack of theological foundation
could undercut any aims towards sustainability. Daly warns against
‘Neo-Darwinist fundamentalism’ because
“If we are totally secular in our views of nature and think that
that our lives and the environment result from random
configurations of atoms without intrinsic value or purpose, it
would be hard to argue why we should prolong that particular
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configuration. We need a philosophy that goes beyond chance
and natural selection” (The European, 2011).
Although Daly thus states that it should not matter whether one
believes in God or ‘the force’, he does maintain that our
environmental policy should be guided by some objective, universal
value-system, and as such seems to favour a (Christian) religious moral
system. This approach has been criticized, because it apparently
excludes anyone without a rock-steady belief system from being able
to strive for sustainability in ‘an enduring way’ (Daly, 2014:170).
Moreover, if environmental policy ought to be based on such objective
and universal beliefs, it would become almost impossible to reach
consensus about how to act, since it is unlikely that we will ever agree
on what really are the true goals we need to achieve.
Thus, to Herman Daly, wellbeing is something which is part of, but of
less importance than moral improvement. He assumes that an
objective moral structure should guide are actions, because subjective,
temporary or context specific values are too fleeting. In Daly’s book,
wellbeing is somewhat of a ‘Janus-faced’ concept: on the one hand,
there is the fleeting pleasure of consumption which drives the
paradigmatically ingrained chase for evermore economic growth, and
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on the other hand there is true wellbeing, which comprises “wisdom,
enjoyment, cultivation of the mind and soul, and community” (61)
(and perhaps happiness). This juxtaposition between shallow and real
wellbeing becomes part of the argument for a steady state economy,
since Daly goes to great lengths to show that real wellbeing or progress
is not served by economic growth. As such, true progress and wellbeing
seem to get closely intertwined with the steady state economy. But
what characteristics make his concept of wellbeing more real than any
other, remains somewhat vague As such, Daly adheres ‘roughly’ to the
Kantian belief that moral consideration should always take precedence
over wellbeing, since wellbeing is no singular state which can legitimise
any action, but rather “an ‘indefinite and uncertain’ concept of
satisfactions that we might have” (White, 2006:135). Thus, although
different ‘types’ of wellbeing are certainly relevant in evaluating our
lives, such states are in no position to compete with universal moral
rules.
In both works by SSE thinkers, morality is defined as an important
aspect to understanding wellbeing. To them, true wellbeing is about
virtuousness, flourishing and connectedness. Such a definition is
intrinsically normative. It therefore seems as if these SSE thinkers are
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less reluctant to make value statements, and therefore also go to
greater efforts to justify their moral system (even if with varying
success). However, it seems as if moral obligations and (subjective)
wellbeing are purposefully framed as compatible or at least as not
incompatible. Possible conflicts between doing what is right and what
feels right, are somewhat underexposed.

13.3 Authority and strategy
Blurring the boundaries between morality and wellbeing
By defining wellbeing as flourishing, the CASSE report seems to link
morality to feeling well, being happy. The authors argue that wellbeing
is about developing psychological strengths, i.e. competence,
autonomy and relatedness. Moreover, true wellbeing, to them, is
sustainable and equitable wellbeing. According to this definition, a
good life is as much about feeling well as about treating others justly.
By ‘blurring the boundaries’ between morality and wellbeing, these
authors put emphasis on the ways in which these concepts are
compatible and even mutually reinforcing, while they (might)
downplay any conflicts between them. However, it is quite possible (or
even more likely) that not all things that are right (i.e. moral), are also
pleasurable.
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The reason for stressing the compatibility, and downplaying conflict
between wellbeing and morality, might be that the idea that
sustainability and wellbeing go hand in hand will more easily entice
people to adopt sustainability measures, or a SSE. At least, it is more
inviting than the idea that sustainability might come at a cost (i.e.
might not be achieved through pleasurable actions), but is nonetheless
a moral obligation. In the CASSE report, it seems as if a positive story
about wellbeing is used to convince people that a Steady State
Economy is not such a bad idea. It is for example stated that, “we
need a positive image and narrative for the steady state economy that
emphasises well-being rather than hardship” (2010:106). As such, it
seems as if the concept of wellbeing is used to legitimise the claim of
CASSE that we should abandon our aims for economic growth, and
instead focus on something better, more positive. Within the report,
economic growth is consequently contrasted to real progress, which is
defined as sustainable and equitable human wellbeing. Emphasizing
this contrast might be done to convince people of the superiority of
their approach to the current system.
Nonetheless, the authors seem to be very much aware of the negative
evaluations that people might make of the SSE. This is especially clear
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when they discuss one of their most fervently defended policy reforms;
the reduction of working hours so as to decrease income and
consumption.
“A reduction in working hours would likely lead to a decrease
in resource use and an increase in well-being (the topic areas of
two other workshops). In order for people to reduce their
working hours, however, they would need to accept or even
embrace the notion of “enough” when it comes to
consumption. Thus behavioural change away from
consumerism would go hand-in hand with policies to reshape
employment practices (115)”.
In this respect, the tone of the report can be called somewhat
paternalistic, as it seems to assume that most people just do not know
(yet) what is good for them, but that in time they will realise that
actually they prefer leisure time over consumption, for example. Even
if such a statement were to be true, it seems as if the writers know that
their message in favour of the SSE would be hard to sell if people
realise it would imply that they should sacrifice some of their own
wellbeing for the sake of others, for ‘the greater good’ or even for
some other pleasures in life (such as leisure time).
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One might wonder whether it would not be more effective to stress
that equitable and sustainable wellbeing is essentially a moral matter,
not one of maximising pleasure. Firstly, by using wellbeing as an
incentive and legitimisation for sustainability measures, sustainability
loses its strength as an inherently valuable goal in itself. With reference
to the ‘double dividend’ discourse (i.e. reduced consumption will yield
sustainability and wellbeing at the same time) Wingate et al. (2014:15)
state
“By reinforcing the primacy of happiness as the reason for
action, the double dividend risks marginalising its own aim of
reducing consumption, because it negates any action that does
not result in happiness” (Wingate et al., 2014:15).
Thus, focusing on the relation between sustainability and wellbeing,
actually deflects attention from the ‘real’ reasons for sustainability,
namely the moral and practical problems of environmental
degradation. Moreover, by confounding wellbeing and morality, these
thinkers risk undermining the very foundation on which their aims for
sustainability are built. Namely, if sustainability for moral and practical
reasons is their real goal, but it is ‘repackaged and sold’ as something
fun or pleasant, this could become an incentive to lie, if the two goals
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do not appear to be mutually reinforcing after all. People would have
to be convinced of the idea that sustainability is ‘good for them’ while
actually it might not be (at least not from the perspective of wellbeing).
Also, the individual who is enticed to live more sustainably because it
increases personal happiness or wellbeing, acts in a very instrumental,
self-interested manner, not as someone concerned with sustainability
or equality in its own right. Thus, a discourse which predominantly
brands sustainability as something which increases wellbeing could
undermine virtues such as transparency and concern for others or
equality.

13.4 In sum
In this chapter we have tried to answer the fourth sub-question “What
is wellbeing, according to the SSE approach? And what philosophical theories,
values and assumptions does this interpretation imply?” Firstly, it seems as if
these SSE thinkers uphold a plural definition of wellbeing, and make a
distinction between a hierarchy of different aspects of it. Also, the SSE
approach seems much less reluctant about making value statements
than the BGDP project. The approach combines a eudaimonic
perspective of wellbeing as virtuousness, with a concern for hedonistic
happiness and a deontological, Kantian moral system. The approach
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thus does not claim to be purely objective, but advocates virtues such
as humility, holism, regard for sufficiency and stewardship.
Nonetheless, the more recent work by O’Neill and Jones seems to
refer less explicitly to moral rules, and conveys the idea that
environmental virtuousness goes hand in hand with hedonic wellbeing.

14. Differences and similarities
In the above chapters, we have tried to describe several tenets in how
thinkers from the BGDP project and SSE approach define wellbeing.
It has become clear that a certain conceptual and terminological
vagueness allows for freedom of interpretation. In key works from the
BGDP project, wellbeing is defined as a plural concept, which needs
to be measured using multidimensional instruments. Furthermore,
since BGDP thinkers focus on the use of these instruments for
informing public policy, they seem to be hesitant to make too many
value claims. Therefore they emphasize the importance of objective
‘functionings’ in defining wellbeing, while remaining reticent about
subjective measures, even if these subjective measures are marked as
important sources of information. Thinkers from the SSE approach
seem much more confident in making normative statements. To them,
wellbeing is about living a virtuous, full human life. As such, they
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contrast this real form of wellbeing to the shallow, materialistic
pleasure that is part of consumer culture. This juxtaposition
emphasises the difference between current economic theories, and the
alternative paradigm of a steady state economy, and conveys the idea
that real wellbeing can be obtained through a SSE (as opposed to
economic growth). In this chapter, we will try to compare these two
perspectives on wellbeing. Thus, what are the central differences and
similarities between the understanding of wellbeing according to the
BGDP project and the SSE approach?

14.1 Similarities
Several similarities between the BGDP project and SSE approach are
relevant in understanding their interpretation of wellbeing. Firstly,
since these two groups are the only ones included in this study, it
might seem as if it is quite normal that they are concerned with
measuring progress and wellbeing in a more comprehensive way.
However, this is by no means the case. To many scientific, public or
other institutes, measuring progress through incomplete measures
(such as GDP) is not a great cause of concern. In similar vein, both
groups are particularly concerned with sustainability and human
wellbeing. Both groups maintain that the (societal) costs of
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environmental degradation should be taken into consideration in order
to understand true progress. Moreover, both of them seem to argue
that there is some truly, intrinsically valuable goal (or goals) which we
should strive for as a society. What that real goal exactly entails might
be cause for dispute, but both groups are set on asking the question.
Even if they arrive at different answers, it might be argued that the
most important goal of these works is to ‘stir up’ a debate about
societal values. What exactly do we want to achieve? As such, both
groups are not content with the status quo, but challenge us to
reconsider our life goals and the ways we understand progress.

14.2 Differences
Nonetheless, there are also several important differences, which might
be cause for dispute. Firstly, while thinkers from the BGDP project are
mainly concerned with informing public policy, SSE thinkers are
mostly academics. This might have had quite an important impact on
how these groups define wellbeing, and what goals they aim to pursue
by doing so. Within the BGDP project, the most important goal is to
develop a measure of societal progress which many parties can be
content with. Therefore, their definition of wellbeing is innovative and
challenges common practice, but nonetheless conforms to certain
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cultural and political values and norms. For example, they try to
remain somewhat value neutral and thus propose a measure of
progress which encompasses a multitude of perspectives, while
remaining hesitant about including instruments which are too
controversial. The SSE thinkers on the other hand seem to operate
much more ‘freely’ and are comfortable enough to defy fundamental
ways of thinking.
Morality
Most notably, their interpretation of wellbeing does not exclude moral
considerations. To thinkers from the SSE approach, to be well also
includes to live sustainably and to live virtuously, which is indicative of
a eudaimonic approach to wellbeing. Moreover, as becomes especially
clear in the work of Herman Daly, the concept of wellbeing has much
less ‘legitimising power’ in the works of the SSE approach. SSE
thinkers seem, in part, to adhere to the Kantian belief that wellbeing
refers to several indefinite and uncertain desires, which can take no
precedence over moral obligations. Also, the SSE thinkers seem to
frame sustainability as an inherently moral concept, since they argue
that we should be guided by universal, objective value systems in our
regard of the environment. BGDP thinkers on the other hand focus
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primarily on technical and utilitarian aspects to sustainability. Whilst
sustainable progress is mostly about ensuring wellbeing for future
generations to BGDP thinkers, the SSE approach upholds a much
more nature-centred approach; to them, it is about the duty to
preserve a precious and vulnerable ecosystem. Thus, although the
BGDP project does not completely refrain from moral judgments,
SSE thinkers seem to be carrying our moral obligations much further,
and are less afraid to discuss possible conflicts between wellbeing and
morality (even though this conflict was more concealed in the later
work).
This diverging attitude to morality also affects how these two groups
think about the role of governments and public policy. For example,
BGDP thinkers will most likely maintain that objective circumstances
are a societal responsibility, while feeling well belongs mostly to the
realm of the individual. SSE thinkers on the other hand stress that we
have a mutual responsibility to encourage virtuous, sustainable
behaviour, since ensuring a good life for current and future
generations is a shared responsibility. Thus, perhaps due to their
respective ‘roles’ in society, these groups may both aim to improve our
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understanding of progress, but they have different motives for doing
so and ‘play by different rules’.
Different audiences
Also, the works of these two groups target quite different audiences.
While both try to reach out to as many people as possible (be it in
academia, politics or ‘the general public’), it seems as if the BGDP
project is mainly concerned with political groups (and thus consensus),
whereas the SSE approach is more focused on individuals from the
general public or perhaps politics. The former is more obvious than
the latter; since the BGDP project was initiated by (among others) the
European Commission, so its concern for politics is quite natural.
While the SSE approach aims to reach “citizens, organizations and
policy makers” alike (CASSE, 2015b), it is much more accessible to the
general public, for example due to a wide array of activities such blogs,
popular books, promotional activities, public speeches and so forth.
Also, the individual focus can be discerned in their discourse; the focus
on personal happiness and sometimes theatrical wordings seem to be
aimed at mobilising individuals to action through pathos, i.e. to
persuade them through emotional arguments. The discourse of the
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BGDP project, on the other hand, is much more neutral, objective and
focused on societal change.

14.3 In sum
By comparing how the SSE approach and BGDP project understand
wellbeing, we have tried to answer the fifth sub-question “What are the
central differences and similarities between the current understandings of wellbeing
according to the BGDP project and the SSE approach?” All in all, thinkers
form the BGDP project and SSE approach seem to interpret the
concept of wellbeing quite differently. While the former focuses on
multiple, mostly objective opportunities in our environment, the latter
is concerned with the effects of psychological strengths and
virtuousness. However, there are also similarities. Both seem not to be
content with a singular understanding of wellbeing, and aim to develop
a measure which captures the complexities of this concept. However,
which aspects represent real wellbeing remains a point of debate. These
differences might in part be explained by the wider aims of these
groups. In both cases, the specific interpretations of wellbeing serve to
strengthen an argument for change. Whereas the BGDP thinkers argue
that public policy should be less concerned with GDP and more with
human functionings, the SSE thinkers advocate a steady state
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economy. For both, these pursuits become closely intertwined with
what they maintain is the true interpretation of wellbeing. As such,
defining wellbeing becomes a very political act; what we define as
wellbeing, defines what we have to value and do. The BGDP project
compels us to abandon purely economic measures of progress and
turn instead to measuring capabilities; the SSE approach tells us to
completely forego economic growth and focus on environmental and
moral improvement instead. Both strategies are portrayed as the best
method for achieving what they label as the real wellbeing. Thus, these
differences in defining wellbeing are actually differences in defining
purpose, a view of life and human nature.

15. Progress and wellbeing in Europe
Our interpretation of wellbeing thus often reflects ‘broader’
assumptions about human nature and society. However, these
theoretical approaches are only part of the story, and we might wonder
what they mean for the practical reality of evaluating progress in
Europe. We therefore ask; “What possibilities and hindrances follow from the
foundational differences and similarities of the SSE approach and BGDP project
for the development of indices of societal progress?”
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15.1 Moral decisions
Firstly, it is not likely that practices of measuring progress in the
European Union will suddenly change radically. Especially in the case
of bureaucratic public institutions, it is more probable that they will
(firstly) extend current practices and developments. At the moment,
European agencies are already well on their way to supplement
economic measures with environmental and social indices. The SSE
approach has spent much attention to the rightful relation between
human society and our natural environment, it can therefore probably
contribute most to a non-economic perspective of progress through its
moral understanding of sustainability. Developing environmental
policy is inherently a normative act; it is about valuing different aspects
of current and future wellbeing; about making a hierarchy between the
interests of different groups; and about determining a right relation
with our environment. For example, when policy goals for
environmental sustainability conflict with goals of human wellbeing or
economic growth, we will have to make a trade-off. This is not a
hypothetical situation, but the daily reality of politics. Currently
however, the measures developed to go beyond GDP merely
summarise economic, environmental and social developments, but
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offer no information on how they relate to each other. Therefore, a
non-economic approach to progress will be greatly aided by a more
structured, moral approach. Rather than merely aiming to provide a
wide range of objective capabilities, the task of public policy would
then be to make note of, and weigh the different interests in society.
The SSE approach has considered these trade-offs more structurally
than the BGDP project. SSE thinkers would for example relate human
wellbeing to sustainability by stressing the importance of virtues as
stewardship and holism; and economics to wellbeing by focusing on
how to develop a sense of sufficiency. Of course, these virtues need
not turn out to be the preferred guidelines for understanding
sustainable progress in Europe, but it will be of great importance for
the BGDP project to be more mindful of methods for making moral
decisions.

15.2 Valuing progress
However, the prescriptive character of a moral approach to sustainable
progress could also be an important hindrance. The European Union
has only limited influence on the policies of its member states, and any
strong, normative statement will likely yield much dispute. Of course,
the possibility of disagreement should not prevent us from starting a
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debate, but it does seem practically impossible (or at least impractical)
to achieve consensus on fundamental moral questions before devising
environmental, social and economic policies. Nonetheless, by aiming
to remain largely value-free, the BGDP project might be said to focus
too much on objective, external opportunities, and therefore to forego
the question of what we value; i.e. what ends we want to achieve.
Happiness research could be seen as a compromise between ‘objective’
means and ‘subjective’ ends42, since it informs us about whether
‘opportunities’ really translate into subjective wellbeing. This will make
it much easier to see whether the interests and needs of European
citizens are being met. However, such an approach does not serve the
interests of those parties who cannot voice their concern in such a
way, such as future generations, those living outside the EU and
‘nature’. Therefore, valuing the ends of progress by focusing on
subjective wellbeing should also be complemented with a systematic
consideration of moral concerns.

Of course, means are not necessarily objective, nor ends subjective, but by and
large, we can understand ‘means’ as non-prescriptive possibilities and ‘ends’ as
those outcomes which we think have intrinsic value.
42
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15.3 Questions about a good life
Lastly, an important possibility following from a comparison between
the SSE approach and BGDP project lies exactly in their dispute about
what wellbeing should entail. Both groups offer convincing stories
about what it means to live well and to progress, and challenge current
ways of thinking. Both ask the question what is a truly good life. When
we are asked to consider what these groups define as a better, more
true or more honest conceptions of wellbeing, we start to wonder how
we think about these issues ourselves. Arguably, this is where the most
important possibility for improving our understanding of progress lies.
It is quite likely that we will never reach consensus on what wellbeing
exactly entails, yet asking the question begs us to engage in a dialogue,
and thus to ascertain what wellbeing means to us.

16. Conclusion
In this thesis, we have seen that the meaning of progress is far from
univocal. Our judgement about whether we are making progress as a
society depends on our answers to many ‘smaller’ questions
concerning wellbeing, sustainability, justice, politics and economics.
These questions in turn concern big debates about what we value, how
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we should behave and how we understand and represent reality. In a
perhaps naïve quest to come to grips with these issues, this study has
focused on the meaning of wellbeing as represented in several key
works of the SSE approach and BGDP project.

16.1 Truly true progress
Firstly, it appears as if both groups uphold quite different ideas about
what it means to progress, and both seem to want to convey the idea
that their progress is true progress, as opposed to some other, lesser
interpretation. Moreover, they both relate their understanding of
progress in one way or another to what it means to be well. Roughly
speaking, for SSE thinkers, to progress is to preserve a healthy human
and environmental existence. For our economic system, this means
that we need increased efficiency and decreased environmental
pressure; for politics, it implies that policies should be based on
universal moral rules; and from the individual it asks sustainable and
virtuous behaviour. Wellbeing is a personal, subjective experience, but
also about adhering to moral guidelines and behaving virtuously, and
therefore becomes a shared responsibility. To BGDP thinkers, on the
other hand, progress is about increasing the opportunities for current
and future citizens. Wellbeing is about having access to those goods
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which are found essential to live a full human life. Therefore, the main
task of governments is to ensure that their citizen’s objective material
and immaterial needs are met; which makes economic growth and
technical innovation indispensable; and the responsibility of individuals
is to convert opportunities into a well-lived life.

16.2 The enticement of wellbeing
In a sense, by promoting a specific understanding of wellbeing, these
thinkers entice people to accept their worldview. The terminological
and conceptual vagueness of the concept allows for a blurring of
boundaries between different perspectives on the world. Wellbeing,
happiness and quality of life seem very similar notions at first sight, but
can relate to quite different worldviews. The optimistic character of
wellbeing makes it an alluring part of any theory, and it seems that
authors from both groups happily use this positive resonance to show
the value of their theory. They seem to state that, as long as you follow
their directions, you will be rewarded with the really good life.
Wellbeing has recently become more and more of a personal
responsibility, something which we are obliged to chase, since we live
in a situation of ample opportunities and freedom (Sointu, 2005).
Therefore, these discussions easily evoke the feeling of ‘happiness
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duty’; the obligation to behave in accordance to what (they say) will
make us happy (Wingate et al., 2014). Therefore, we might readily try
to go beyond GDP or establish a Steady State Economy, if this will
give us real wellbeing. However, wellbeing is about much more than
merely ‘feeling good’; it is also about morality, politics and societal
expectations. For the BGDP project it is about political consensus,
individual freedom and universality, and for the SSE approach it is
about moral obligations, sustainability and virtuousness. To chase
‘their’ wellbeing also means in some ways to accept their broader
world view.

16.3 Going beyond GDP
By comparing how the BGDP project and SSE approach understand
wellbeing, we can now answer the main question of this thesis “How
could the steady-state economy approach to wellbeing contribute to the declared
intention of the European Commission to go ‘beyond GDP’?” It seems as if the
BGDP project could learn from the endeavours of SSE thinkers to
substantiate their theory with a strong moral foundation. To define
progress is inherently a moral matter, it is about the question what we
value as good or evil. Combining a plethora of different measures of
progress to ensure consensus will not make this moral question
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obsolete. Rather, it will make it even more urgent to develop methods
that allow us to value different courses of action. On the other hand,
the SSE approach sometimes seems to forego the practical reality that
sustainability and wellbeing will not likely be achieved (in time) in the
absence of political consensus. For them it is therefore especially
important to develop methods for influencing the democratic political
process towards more sustainable measures, without downplaying their
moral considerations. However, as long as both groups refer to the
good life as a universal and metaphysical ‘given’, rather than a
personal, changing and context-specific concept, there is little chance
of dialogue, and therefore little chance of change. Therefore, it is just
as important to ask the question “How do we know whether we are
making progress as a society?” as to try to provide an answer to it.
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Annex A: Schematic overview of research questions
How could the Steady State Economy approach to wellbeing
contribute to the declared intention of the European Commission to
go ‘beyond GDP’? (Evaluative knowledge)
1.

What is the Beyond-GDP (BGDP) project? (Descriptive knowledge)

2.

What is the Steady State Economy (SSE) approach? (Descriptive
knowledge)

3.

What is wellbeing, according to the BGDP project and SSE
approach? (Descriptive knowledge)
3.1 How is wellbeing defined in the key works of the BGDP
project and the SSE approach?
3.2 What philosophical theories do the BGDP project and SSE
approach use to underpin their concept of wellbeing?
(Descriptive knowledge)
3.3 What assumptions and values underlie these definitions of
wellbeing? (Descriptive knowledge)

4.

What are the central differences and similarities between the
current understandings of wellbeing according to the BGDP
project and the SSE approach? (Descriptive knowledge)

5.

What possibilities and hindrances follow from the foundational
differences and similarities of the SSE approach and BGDP
project for understanding progress beyond GDP? (Evaluative
knowledge)
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Annex B: Schematic overview of key works
Table 1: Key works representative of the SSE approach
Publication

Citations

Breadth

Influence in

Influence in

Relevance to the central

science

society

themes

Daly (1991)

1588

Broad

Large

Large

High

Dietz & O’Neill (2013)

56

Broad

Small

Moderate

High

Daly, Herman (1991). Steady-state economics. Washington DC: Island Press.
Dietz, Rob and Dan O’Neill (2010). Enough is Enough. Ideas for a Sustainable Economy in a World of
Finite Resources. Summary of the Report on the Steady State Economy Conference.
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Table 2: Key works representative of the BGDP project
Publication

Citations

Breadth

Influence in

Influence in

Relevance to the central

science

society

themes

Stiglitz et al. (2009)

273

Broad

Large

Large

High

Schepelman et al. (2013)

20

Moderate

Moderate

Moderate

High

European Commission (2009)

5

Broad

Moderate

Large

High

European Commission (2013)

Unknown

Moderate

Small

Moderate

High

Eurostat (2014)

Unknown

Specific

Small

Large

High

Stiglitz, J. E. , A. S. Sen, J. Fitoussi (2009). Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and
Social Progress.
Schepelman, Philip, Yanne Goossens and Arttu Makipaa (2010). Towards Sustainable Development. Alternatives to
GDP for measuring progress. Report by the Wuppertal Institute.
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European Commission (2009). GDP and beyond: Measuring progress in a changing world. Commission of the
European Communities. Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament.
Brussels, 20th of August, 2009.
European Commission (2013). Progress on ‘GDP and beyond’ actions. Commission of the European
Communities. Commission staff working document. Brussels, 2nd of August, 2013.
Eurostat (2014). GDP and beyond. Measuring quality of life in the EU. Eurostat news release, March 19th, 2014.
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Annex C: Schematic overview of sensitizing concepts
Language
Sustainability

 Focus on either
technical, moral or
relational aspect of
sustainability
 Political, psychological
or moral incentives
for changing

Morality

Power

 Consequentialist,

 Human or nature-

deontological or virtue
ethics
 Deep ecology,
ecofeminism,

centred perspective
 Control over nature
 Nature as passive or
agentic force

ecocriticism or virtue
ethics of sustainability

behaviour
Wellbeing

 Value monism or
pluralism

 Wellbeing versus
morality
 Consequentialist (utility),

 Capabilities, happiness
or welfare approach
 Role of government

deontological (Kantian)
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 Hedonistic, desire
fulfilment or objective

or virtue (eudaimonic)
legitimisation

 Contextualism or
individualism

theory of wellbeing
Economics

 Possibility or
desirability of
economic system

 Economy as a moral
endeavour
 Goal of economic
system
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 Part of the growth
paradigm
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