HYBRID THEORIES*
Christopher Woodard

In many areas of philosophy we may be tempted to think that some opposing views
each capture part of the truth. When this happens, we may try to make progress by
combining features of these opposing views in new ways, to create hybrid theories.
Recently this has happened in the philosophy of well-being. Over the past
thirty years or so, a number of prominent philosophers have suggested that hybrid
theories are amongst the most promising theories of well-being. In most cases, they
have suggested that well-being is in part a matter of the objective value of elements of
the subject’s life, but also in part a matter of her subjective evaluation of those
elements. In this way, they have attempted to create a hybrid theory of well-being that
combines features of more familiar subjective and objective theories. I will discuss a
number of proposals of this kind below.
Proposals like this raise a number of important questions. One central question
is whether hybrid theories of well-being form a genuinely distinct class. How, if at all,
do they differ from pluralist theories of well-being? Another question is whether
hybrid theories must always combine features of subjective and objective theories.
Most of the prominent proposals have taken this form, but is there room for some
other kind of hybrid? A third question concerns the prospects of hybrid theories. Their
advocates hope that they will inherit all and only the admirable features of the parent
theories, but of course offspring are not always so lucky. Might hybrid theories face
special challenges of their own?
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This chapter seeks to answer these questions, and to survey some notable
recent proposals in this area. I will claim that hybrid theories are distinguished by a
kind of holism; that they do not have to combine features of subjective and objective
theories; and that they merit detailed consideration in future discussions of wellbeing.

Recent subjective-objective hybrid proposals
The most general motivation for a hybrid theory in any domain is that, for each of
several alternative theories, one finds at least one of their features attractive. In light
of these attractions one is tempted to try to combine those features in new ways. Let
us briefly consider how this can happen in the most common kind of hybrid theory of
well-being, namely the class of theories that combine features from both “subjective”
and “objective” theories.
Subjective theories seek to explain what makes something a constituent of a
subject’s well-being in terms of that subject’s psychological states (Lewis 1989: 113;
Dorsey 2012: 407). Desire theories of well-being are subjective in this sense.
According to the simplest form of desire theory, the constituents of a subject’s wellbeing are the things that satisfy her desires, and what makes these things constituents
of her well-being is the fact that they satisfy her desires (Heathwood, this volume). In
this way, the desire theory attempts both to identify the constituents of the subject’s
well-being and to explain why these things constitute her well-being. The subjective
character of the desire theory lies in the nature of the explanation it offers.
One common worry about this simple form of the desire theory is that people
can desire the wrong things. This worry needs to be spelled out carefully. First, we are
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here talking about well-being, so “wrong” in this context must mean that people can
have desires whose satisfaction would not contribute to their well-being. We must set
aside other ways in which desires might be said to be for the wrong things, including
especially the idea that satisfying desires can be morally wrong. Second, even the
simplest desire theory can explain one way in which people can have desires whose
satisfaction would not contribute to their well-being. If someone has very reckless
desires—say, for riding a motorcycle at high speed while drunk—then the simplest
desire theory will have to accept that satisfying this desire will be non-instrumentally
good for her. But this theory can of course add that satisfying this desire is likely to be
instrumentally very bad for her, since it is likely to lead to injury that will prevent her
from satisfying many other desires. Overall, the satisfaction of this desire may greatly
diminish her well-being by the desire theory’s lights, even though according to that
theory it is a constituent of her well-being (Heathwood 2006: 544-47).
More carefully specified, then, the worry about the desire theory is that people
can desire things whose satisfaction would not make any contribution to their wellbeing. Philosophers have shown some ingenuity in constructing examples to illustrate
this thought. For example, consider Richard Kraut’s Icicle Fanatic:

[This person] has the project of knocking down as many icicles as he can
before they melt. He hires a crew of workers and a fleet of trucks, so that he
can reach icicles hanging from tall buildings; and this is how he spends his
winters (1994: 42).

3

To sharpen the example, imagine that the icicle fanatic gains no pleasure from
knocking down icicles, even though it satisfies a strong desire of his. In Kraut’s view,
satisfying this desire does not contribute in any way to this person’s well-being (1994:
42 and 51 n. 8).
If a desire theorist were inclined to agree with Kraut’s judgement about this
case, she might try to modify her theory so that it accords with this judgement. Many
desire theorists have claimed that what contributes to a subject’s well-being is only
the satisfaction of her informed desires, or those of her desires that would survive
correction of error, or some other “idealized” set of desires (Sidgwick 1907: 109-11;
Railton 1986: 54; Heathwood, this volume). However, there are several sorts of worry
about this move. One is that it might not explain all of the judgements we would want
it to explain. For example, it might not explain Kraut’s judgement about the icicle
fanatic, since as he specified that case it did not appear to involve any error on the
part of the subject. Another worry is that idealizing versions of the desire theory
involve a kind of closet objectivism. The thought here is that the focus on idealized
desires makes sense only if we make the objectivist assumption that some things are
more worthy of being desired than others, which would be incompatible with
subjectivism (Kagan 2009: 254; Heathwood 2014: 213; but see Sobel 2009 for a
reply).
For these or other reasons, we may conclude that in order to explain our
conviction that people can desire things whose satisfaction would not make any
contribution to their well-being, we have to embrace an objective theory of wellbeing. According to such theories, the objective value of things enters into the
explanation of which things are constituents of a subject’s well-being.1 We may then
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say that the icicle fanatic goes wrong by desiring something (knocking down icicles)
that has no objective value.
Objective theories are really a large and diverse class. For this reason, it is
hard to speak in accurate but general terms about them. Much depends on the details
of any specific theory, including which thing or things it claims have objective value.2
However, we can describe some general attractions of objective theories and some
general worries about them. Among the chief attractions are that we can tailor an
objective theory to match closely our firmest convictions about which things are
constituents of well-being. We saw one instance of this a moment ago: in light of our
conviction that icicle destruction is not a constituent of well-being, we can construct
our objective theory of well-being in such a way that we do not attribute any objective
value to this activity. In general, objective theories can be tailored to match any set of
convictions about cases that we may have—if necessary by distinguishing finely
between cases in a way that is not constrained by psychological data about what
people in fact desire.
On the other hand, we may worry about the epistemological and metaphysical
commitments of objective theories. Can we make sense of the idea of objective value,
metaphysically? If so, can we hope to discover which things have such value, and in
particular which things are constituents of well-being?
We must set these important issues aside. Whatever the truth about them, they
cannot provide any reason to favour a subjective-objective hybrid over a purely
objective theory of well-being. These are worries about the concept of objective value
itself, and so they apply to any theory that makes use of that concept, including
subjective-objective hybrids.
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However, there is a different kind of worry about purely objective theories that
may provide some support for a subjective-objective hybrid. According to the
alienation objection, objective theories wrongly imply that something can be a
constituent of a subject’s well-being even though she lacks any positive attitude
towards it, or even has entirely negative attitudes towards it (Railton 1986: 47).3
Now it is certainly the case that some versions of this objection fail with
respect to plausible objective theories. For as Guy Fletcher explains elsewhere in this
volume, if an objective theory specifies only goods (such as friendship or happiness)
that are themselves constituted by positive attitudes, the objective theorist can at least
say that it is impossible to be well off, by her lights, without having these positive
attitudes. So it is too crude to say that objective theories necessarily imply that
someone can be very well off even though she is “left cold”. However, as Fletcher
recognizes, this reply to the objection will not satisfy all. For one thing, some
objective theories may specify at least some goods (such as Knowledge, in Finnis’
theory) that are not constituted by positive attitudes. Second, even if all of the goods
specified are constituted by positive attitudes, we may still fear some alienation from
those goods unless the subject has, in addition, some positive attitudes towards them.
She may be happy but not value happiness, for example (Fletcher, this volume). In
contrast, the desire theory guarantees that the subject has some positive attitude (a
desire) towards the things that, it claims, constitute her well-being.4
Motivated by the worry about desiring the wrong things, we may see the
appeal of an objective theory. But we may then worry about alienation, and see the
appeal of the desire theory or of some other subjective theory. Rather than going
around in circles, we may look for some alternative.5 One such alternative is the idea
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that subjective theories and objective theories each have something right about them.
And, in fact, something like this train of thought seems to have inspired several
philosophers recently to propose a version of subjective-objective hybrid.6 These
proposals have a common core, but differ in details. The structure that they share in
common is expressed in the following claim:

(1)

For any subject S and any thing X, X is a constituent of S’s well-being if and
only if and because (a) S subjectively engages with X and (b) X is objectively
good.

According to this claim, there are two conditions for well-being: objective value and
subjective engagement of some kind with that value. Each of these conditions is said
to be necessary for something’s being a constituent of well-being, and together they
are said to be sufficient and to explain why the things that constitute a subject’s wellbeing do so. Because the claims about necessity will be particularly important for us, I
will refer to this as the joint necessity model for hybrid theories.
The joint necessity model enables us to distinguish hybrid views from pluralist
views. Pluralism about well-being is the claim that there is more than one kind of
constituent of well-being (Lin, this volume). For example, if we say that pleasure and
achievement are both constituents of well-being, we are committing to pluralism
about well-being. In contrast, standard forms of hedonism—recognizing pleasure
alone—are monistic theories. How, if at all, do hybrid theories differ from pluralist
theories? Are they a distinct class of theory? The joint necessity model gives us
answers to these questions. Whereas pluralist theories propose multiple constituents
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of well-being, joint necessity hybrid theories usually propose multiple necessary
conditions for a single thing’s being a constituent. Thus they are typically special
forms of monism.
This is worth emphasis since it will be important later. The crucial point is to
distinguish between two issues (Fletcher 2009: 29-30). The first is whether some
thing, X, is a constituent of some other thing, Y. We can ask this question about any
pair of things. The second question arises only when X is a genuine constituent of Y.
We can then ask what explains why X is a constituent of Y. These questions arise in
the present context, when we are discussing the constituents of well-being. Pluralism
answers the first question, asserting that there are multiple constituents of well-being.
In contrast, hybrid theories are committed to the view that there are multiple
explaining conditions of something’s being a constituent of well-being. This is an
answer to the second question, and it is quite consistent with the (monist) idea that
there is only one constituent.
To help keep track of this distinction, let us use terms carefully. When
discussing whether something is a constituent of well-being, we will stick to the term
“constituent”. When discussing whether something contributes to the explanation of
whether something is a constituent, we will stick to the term “factor” (short for
“explanatory factor”). Thus pluralism is committed to multiple constituents, while
hybrid theories are committed to multiple factors. In claim (1) above, for example, the
factors are denoted by conditions (a) and (b).7
With this clarification in mind, let us briefly review some recent proposals that
seem to fit the joint necessity model. Though the overall character of any such
proposal will depend, obviously, on what the proposal claims to be objectively good
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(condition (b)), in practice most philosophers who have made these proposals have
spent more time elaborating what is distinctive about their account of subjective
engagement (condition (a)), as we will see. Here we will not try to capture all of the
complexities of each view, but merely to point out some of their basic features.
First, there are several proposals that we might group together as all being
versions of the idea that well-being consists of enjoying the good. Robert Adams and
Shelly Kagan have made two of the most prominent proposals of this sort.8 Kagan’s
specification is as follows: “I am well off if and only if there are objective goods in
my life and I take pleasure in them, I enjoy having them” (2009: 255). Adams
specifies a somewhat more complex idea, that well-being consists in “enjoyment of
the excellent” (1999).
Both note many difficult questions in elaborating the idea fully. For example,
must the enjoyment be not only of the good, but caused in the right way by the good?
If so, what exactly is the right way (Kagan 2009: 257-60)? To illustrate just one
aspect of this issue, consider how much time could elapse between the good thing
being possessed or achieved, and the enjoyment of it. On this question, Adams offers
the following example: “Suppose [someone] has succeeded in swimming the English
Channel. Perhaps the hours she spent in the water were mostly unpleasant, full of
weariness, anxiety, and cold. Nonetheless, we may count her swimming the Channel
as something that she enjoys in her life, if she savors the achievement” (1999: 96). As
this example suggests, it is hard to believe that the enjoyment and the goodness must
be simultaneous. On the other hand, we might feel uncomfortable with the idea that
someone has really enjoyed the good when the enjoyment and the goodness are
separated by years or decades. Kagan and Adams each emphasize the necessity and
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the difficulty of answering questions of this sort in developing the idea of enjoying
the good.
Some other authors have proposed a different kind of subjective/objective
hybrid, in which the subjective factor is desiring rather than enjoying. According to
these theories, well-being consists in the satisfaction of desires for the good. Joseph
Raz and Richard Kraut both offer versions of this view.9 Raz’s version is that wellbeing is constituted by success in pursuing worthwhile goals (Raz 1986: Chapter
12).10 He uses “goals” to refer to “projects, plans, relationships, ambitions,
commitments, and the like,” noting that he has in mind, roughly, long-term desires or
objectives (1986: 291). According to Raz, people pursue their goals because they
believe them to be worthwhile or valuable, and this has implications for their wellbeing. First, their well-being is not augmented just because their goals are achieved, if
that was not through their efforts (1986: 298). Second, success in worthless goals does
not contribute to well-being (1986: 298-99).11 Kraut similarly claims that “there are at
least three conditions that make a life a good one: one must love something, what one
loves must be worth loving, and one must be related in the right way to what one
loves” (1994: 44), and by “loving” he seems to mean a range of attitudes that include
desiring.12 Thus according to Kraut, the icicle fanatic does indeed go wrong by
desiring something with no value.
It must be emphasized that there is some simplification in presenting these
views as being different versions of the same basic idea. In many important details
these views differ from each other, and for some purposes these differences dwarf the
similarities. But it is true that, in different ways, they each embody the idea that wellbeing consists in appropriate subjective engagement with objectively valuable
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things.13 According to these views, the constituents of well-being are episodes in
which these conditions are fulfilled.

Doubts about joint necessity
Joint necessity hybrid theories are subject to the following sort of objection. These
theories claim that, in order for something to be a constituent of someone’s wellbeing, it must satisfy at least two conditions—typically, it must be something with
which the subject is appropriately engaged (enjoying, desiring, pursuing), and it must
be something with objective value. According to the objection, satisfying only one of
these conditions is sufficient for something to be a constituent of well-being.
For example, Brad Hooker has made this sort of objection to Raz’s claim that
well-being consists in successful pursuit of worthwhile goals (Hooker forthcoming:
??). Hooker agrees with Raz that the best lives contain successful pursuit of
worthwhile goals. But, contrary to Raz, Hooker claims that mere subjective
engagement (with the non-worthwhile), or mere worthwhile achievement (without the
subjective engagement involved in pursuit), is itself sufficient for something to be a
constituent of well-being. Hooker gives the following example:

Suppose Ajay has a life with a given amount of successful pursuit of
worthwhile goals. (For the purposes of my argument, it doesn’t matter whether
this amount is high, or low.) Now suppose that Ajay is given an increment of
passive pleasure, not pleasure from the pursuit of worthwhile goals. Maybe he
is introduced to a drink he can savour each night right before bed. Or perhaps
he is blessed with particularly pleasurable dreams each night. In either case,
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hasn’t his well-being increased, admittedly only a little, but still increased? I
propose that, of any two individuals with equally successful pursuit of equally
worthwhile goals, the one whose life contained more pleasure, even if this
pleasure is only of a passive kind, has had greater well-being (Hooker
forthcoming: ??, italics in the original).

According to Hooker, the achievement of worthwhile goods can contribute to a
person’s well-being even if she did not pursue them—and even if she resents or
rejects them (Hooker forthcoming: ??). With respect to both the subjective and the
objective factors that Raz claims are jointly necessary, then, Hooker claims that each
is individually sufficient for something to be a constituent of well-being.
Any hybrid theory that adopts the joint necessity model will be open to a form
of this objection. This is the downside of the dialectical situation that, we observed,
can often motivate interest in hybrid theories in the first place. Each of the parent
views retains its own attractions and provides resources for an attack on the hybrid
offspring. Thus, for example, the hybrid proposal that well-being consists in enjoying
the good is vulnerable to the objection that all enjoyment makes some contribution to
well-being, even if it is enjoyment of objectively worthless things. To see the appeal
of this claim, imagine a life that contains many pleasures taken in worthless things,
but nothing else of value, and compare it to a life that is otherwise the same except
that it contains no pleasure at all. Don’t we want to say that the worthless pleasures
make the first life somewhat better? Similarly, this hybrid is open to the objection that
possessing or achieving objectively good things makes some contribution, even if it is
not enjoyed (Sarch 2012: 444-45). Again, we can compare lives that are alike except
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in the degree to which they contain unenjoyed objective goods to try to elicit the
relevant intuitions. Parallel objections can be made to all hybrids that propose several
conditions as jointly necessary.14
Faced with objections of this sort, defenders of joint necessity hybrids might
try several replies. First, they may reject the intuitive judgements on which the
objection rests. For example, they could simply deny that unenjoyed achievements
contribute anything to well-being. This may seem flat-footed, but it is worth pointing
out that, in one respect, it leaves the proponent of this sort of hybrid in no worse
position than a straight hedonist would be, faced with the same example. We do not
typically treat the intuition, shared by some, that unenjoyed achievements contribute
to well-being, as a knock-down objection to hedonism. On the face of it, then, we
should treat the present hybrid theory in the same way. Now it might be said in
response that, faced with this example, the hedonist occupies a position that is more
stable than the position of the hybrid theorist. For the hybrid theorist is inclined to
view achievements as, in the right circumstances (i.e. when enjoyed), constituents of
well-being, whereas the hedonist claims that they are never constituents. The hybrid
theorist cannot offer the same uniform denial of the claim that achievements are
constituents of well-being. However, this may appear to be unstable only if we fail to
take seriously the hybrid theorist’s claim that both achievement and enjoyment are
necessary conditions. So the weight of the objection is ultimately thrown back on the
initial appeal to intuitions.
Second, the hybrid theorist may attempt to account for the force of the
intuitions concerned without conceding that they tell us about the nature of wellbeing. One way to try this is to claim that they tell us about some other way in which
13

lives can be valuable. Kagan does just this, in fact, when he claims that “[s]omeone’s
life might be going fairly well, even though she herself is not particularly well off.
That’s the situation we have, I suspect, if someone’s life contains objective goods, but
the person takes no pleasure in their possession” (Kagan 2009: 257, italics in the
original; see also Kagan 1994). This form of reply raises tricky questions about the
validity of the distinctions between kinds of value of lives that it employs, and about
the transparency of our intuitions. The objector may insist that her intuition is about
well-being, not this other sort of value of lives.
Third, the hybrid theorist may claim that, at least with respect to some
conditions, the satisfaction of one guarantees (or: makes highly probable) the
satisfaction of the other. Adams makes a modest but interesting claim of this sort,
when he notes that “[t]here may be relatively little enjoyment that is not enjoyment of
excellence. In particular, the enjoyment of physical pleasure as such is normally an
enjoyment of healthy life, which I believe is an excellence . . .” (Adams 1999: 100).15
If that is correct, it will enable defenders of the view that well-being is enjoyment of
the good to reconcile their view with the objector’s intuition in most, but not all,
cases. Moreover, whereas Adams concedes that not all pleasure is enjoyment of the
good, Kagan suggests an intriguing way of denying this, at least for sensory pleasures.
For, he suggests, sensory pleasure might be thought to be, in every case, an instance
of enjoying the goodness of one’s own body (Kagan 2009: 269-70). If so, one
possibility on which we are invited by the objector to train our intuitions—the
possibility of a life containing sensory pleasures, but where these are not taken in
objectively good things—cannot arise.
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However, even if Kagan is correct about sensory pleasures, this will of course
not dispose entirely of the sort of objection we are imagining. The objector can point
to other kinds of pleasure, such as the pleasure someone may take in counting grains
of sand, and claim that, though not taken in anything objectively good, these pleasures
are nevertheless constituents of well-being. More generally, hybrid theories that adopt
the joint necessity model will always invite the objection that a constituent of wellbeing can exist even if only one (or at any rate, not all) of the explanatory factors in
the model is instantiated. For that reason, hybrid theorists may wish to explore
alternatives to the joint necessity model.

Holism
So far we have treated the defining feature of hybrid theories as being that they
identify more than one factor, and claim of each that it is necessary in order for
something to be a constituent of well-being. This was the “joint necessity” model that
we found in several of the proposals that we have examined. Though it succeeds in
distinguishing hybrid theories from pluralist theories, it is subject to significant
objections, as we have just seen.
But in fact we can distinguish hybrid theories from pluralist theories in terms
of a more general idea. We could focus instead on holism: the idea that the
contribution each factor makes to explaining why something is a constituent of wellbeing, or a constituent of a particular value, depends on facts about the other factor(s).
As it happens, Derek Parfit drew attention to the issue of holism in his influential
discussion of the possibility of hybrid theories. He wrote:
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Some Hedonists have reached their view as follows. They consider an
opposing view, such as that which claims that what is good for someone is to
have knowledge, to engage in rational activity, and to be aware of true beauty.
These Hedonists ask, “Would these states of mind be good, if they brought no
enjoyment, and if the person in these states of mind had not the slightest desire
that they continue?” Since they answer No, they conclude that the value of
these states of mind must lie in their being liked, and in their arousing a desire
that they continue.
This reasoning assumes that the value of a whole is just the sum of the
value of its parts. If we remove the part to which the Hedonist appeals, what is
left seems to have no value, hence Hedonism is the truth (Parfit 1987: 50102).16

As Parfit notes, we might instead believe that the value of a whole depends in a more
complex way on the nature of its parts.17 One version of this idea is expressed in the
joint necessity model. For example, we might believe that the awareness of true
beauty increases the contribution to well-being of aesthetic pleasures, even though
mere awareness, with no accompanying pleasure, has no value. According to the
holist, the fact that some feature of a person’s life (for example, awareness of beauty)
contributes nothing to her well-being when taken by itself, does not entail that it does
not contribute anything to her well-being when some other condition (for example,
taking pleasure in the awareness) is satisfied.
However, the joint necessity model is just one way, and a particularly strong
one, of employing this more general idea. The joint necessity model claims that the
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contribution of factor X is zero whenever factor Y is absent. If we focus on holism
rather than joint necessity, a much broader range of possible structures for hybrid
theories opens up. In particular, we can explore a large variety of possible structures
with the following features:

(2)

The contribution to the subject’s well-being of each amount of factor X
depends on facts about at least one other factor Y (holism)

(3)

The contribution to the subject’s well-being of each amount of factor X is not
zero when the amount of Y is zero (denial of joint necessity)

To illustrate, consider the following toy theory, which is a possible version of the idea
that well-being is enjoying the good. Call the amount of enjoyment that the subject S
takes in something, E. Call the amount of goodness of this thing, G. According to this
theory, S’s well-being, W, is the sum of the contribution made by her enjoyment, Ec,
and the contribution made by the goodness she engages with, Gc. So far, this is
straightforward and does not involve any form of holism. But according to this theory,
Ec depends on G, and Gc depends on E, and in these ways it is holist. These
relationships are shown in the following two graphs:18
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Figure 1. Contribution of enjoyment to well-being
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Figure 2. Contribution of engagement with goodness to well-being

These graphs depict the idea that this theory is holist without conforming to the joint
necessity model. According to this theory, enjoyment contributes to the subject’s
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well-being even when the enjoyment is taken in something with zero value; and
engagement with goodness contributes to the subject’s well-being even when it is not
enjoyed at all. So neither enjoyment nor objective value is a necessary condition of
something’s being a constituent of the subject’s well-being. Nevertheless, the
contribution of each of these factors increases as the other factor is present to a higher
degree.
The purpose of this example is merely to illustrate that holism does not entail
joint necessity. The simple relationships between the factors represented in this theory
may well not be very plausible, all things considered. But if, as I have suggested, the
basic commitment of hybrid theories is to holism and not to the joint necessity model,
there is ample scope for exploring other possible theories which posit more complex
relationships between the factors (Kagan 2009; Sarch 2012). Hybrid theories of wellbeing need not accept the joint necessity model.

Subjective/subjective and objective/objective hybrids
So far the theories we have considered have all been subjective/objective hybrids.
However, other kinds of hybrid theory are possible.
First, there could be subjective/subjective hybrids. This possibility makes
sense if we distinguish between different kinds of subjective evaluation. For example,
we may distinguish between a subject’s values as expressed in her desires, and her
values as expressed in her affective states. Someone can be doing well in the respect
that she is getting what she wants, but nevertheless doing badly in the respect that she
is miserable or depressed. If we take seriously the idea that there is more than one
kind of subjective evaluation, we might want to explore possible hybrid theories of
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well-being that combine these kinds. Just as one possible theory of well-being is that
it consists of enjoying the good, another possible theory is that it consists of getting
what you want and enjoying it.
Jennifer Hawkins has proposed a subjective/subjective hybrid of this sort with
an interesting structure (Hawkins 2010). She appeals to two kinds of subjective
evaluation: informed preferences, and affective state. One interesting feature of
Hawkins’s proposal is the way she suggests that we combine these evaluations. First,
we should rank possible lives for a subject according to her affective state in those
lives. Next, we should identify a certain threshold, which is defined as being the point
below which her affective state is bad enough that the subject’s evaluative judgements
are distorted (for example, she is sufficiently depressed that she believes that
everything in her life is worthless). Hawkins calls this point on the affective spectrum
“the limiting line for affect” (Hawkins 2010: 66). The theory that she proposes then
ranks the subject’s possible lives in the following way. Above the limiting line for
affect, the subject’s informed preferences have priority over her affective states; but
below the limiting line, her affective states have priority over her informed
preferences. Thus, to put the view in the terms we have been using, the contribution to
the subject’s well-being made by an improvement in either factor (degree of
satisfaction of informed preferences, or affective state) depends on the subject’s
overall affective state. This is a kind of holism, and one that does not conform to the
joint necessity model.19
Obviously, other subjective/subjective hybrid theories are possible. These
might employ different distinctions between kinds of subjective evaluation than the
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one Hawkins draws, or make different proposals about the importance of these kinds
of evaluation for well-being overall, or both.
Objective/objective hybrids are also possible. One way they could arise is by
identifying more than one objective good, and then claiming that the contribution
made by at least one of these to well-being depends on facts about another. For
example, suppose that we claim that the constituents of well-being are knowledge and
virtue. We might believe that knowledge alone has some value, and that virtue alone
has some value, but that together they have enormous value. We might then claim that
the contribution to well-being made by an increment of knowledge depends on the
subject’s degree of virtue (and, let us suppose, vice versa). This would be to introduce
the kind of holism about different factors that we earlier identified as the distinctive
feature of hybrid theories.
A second kind of objective/objective hybrid is possible. Consider the
suggestion made by Brad Hooker, that one of the constituents of well-being is
important knowledge (Hooker forthcoming: ??).
Important knowledge may itself be a hybrid good. For one thing, important
knowledge seems to involve a kind of subjective engagement with (knowledge of) the
objectively good; so it involves two factors with a structure that resembles the
subjective/objective hybrids we discussed earlier. Second, it is plausible to think that
the importance of a piece of knowledge depends both on the value of the object of the
knowledge (knowing the structure of the universe matters more than knowing some
elementary math, which itself matters more than knowing Audrey Hepburn’s favorite
color), and on the degree to which it is known (in what degree of detail, with what
degree of understanding of underlying principles, and so on). Third, it is plausible to
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think that the contribution of these two factors to the importance of a piece of
knowledge is holist in the way we discussed earlier: the difference made by an
increment in the degree to which something is known depends on the importance of
that thing, for example.
If we endorse those three claims, then we have a hybrid theory of important
knowledge. A theory of well-being that incorporates such a theory of one constituent
good would inherit this hybrid component. If it has no other hybrid features, we might
say that it would be a partially hybrid theory.

Prospects
Hybrid theories of well-being claim that the constitution of well-being depends in
some holist way on several factors. As we have seen, these theories form a large and
diverse class. The factors they appeal to may be some combination of subjective
features, or of objective features, or of both. The precise combination of features
identified will of course matter enormously for the character of the resulting theory.
Moreover, holism is consistent with very many possible functions from each factor to
overall well-being. Furthermore, two theories may agree about the relevant factors
and about the function from them to well-being, yet disagree about some other
important matter, such as what exactly it takes for each factor to be instantiated, or
what it takes for them to be instantiated together. Or they may agree in their account
of well-being (faring well), but differ in their account of ill-being (faring badly). Or
they may agree about all of these things, but disagree in their scope (whether the
account applies to children or non-human animals, for example). And so on.
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This enormous diversity suggests two things. First, those who are interested in
developing or defending hybrid theories of well-being must try to answer many
questions. They should not think of their task as limited to identifying the factors they
think combine to constitute well-being. As Kagan emphasizes, this is only the
beginning: many very difficult questions follow (Kagan 2009). Second, the diversity
of hybrid theories suggests that they are not likely to share many characteristics as a
class. This should make us very suspicious of claims of the form “all hybrid theories
solve this problem” or of the form “all hybrid theories suffer this defect.” For
example, we noted that one possible motivation for subjective/objective hybrids is the
worry that purely objective theories may be alienating. However, consider the
following example, due to Chris Heathwood. He writes:

Imagine a hybrid theory according to which the music of Miles Davis is most
worthy of being enjoyed while the music of Madonna is only somewhat
worthy. Suppose that we want to reward a friend for some favor, and that our
friend would be ecstatic to attend a performance of Madonna’s music but
would only mildly enjoy attending a performance of Miles Davis’s music. We
want to do what would give our friend the best evening for her. So long as we
describe the case properly, the hybrid theory will imply that we benefit our
friend most by sending her to hear Miles Davis’s music rather than
Madonna’s. But that seems wrong, and is not how we conceive of rewarding
people and benefiting friends (Heathwood 2010: 652-53).20
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Heathwood is right that some hybrids would have this implication; hence they may
fail to address the worry about alienation. But others would not have it: in particular,
those that give priority to the subject’s degree of enjoyment over the quality of the
music. Hybridizing—even of a specific sort, such as going for some version of the
theory that well-being consists of enjoying the good—does not result in a class of
theories with uniform characteristics. It neither produces theories that uniformly solve
some problem nor produces theories that uniformly suffer some defect.
The upshot is that we should take the trouble to elaborate and evaluate specific
hybrid theories in detail. There is no shortcut to doing this. We are only now
beginning to explore these possible theories of well-being, and we may yet find that
the truth lies somewhere in their midst.21
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Notes
1

See Woodard (2013: 798-800). Fletcher (this volume) defines objective theories in a

different way, in terms of attitude-independence. These rival definitions each have
their own merits. My definition is narrower, since it picks out one way in which a
theory may seek to explain why something is a constituent of well-being without
appeal to the subject’s attitudes—namely, by appeal to objective values. Fletcher’s
definition would treat the proposal that biological facts alone explain which things are
constituents of well-being as an objective theory, while mine would not. A downside
of my definition is that the concept of objective value is not entirely clear.
2

Or, indeed, on whether it is defined in terms of attitude-independence rather than

objective values (see note 1). I am grateful to Guy Fletcher for discussion of this
point.
3

For a different way of specifying the subject-relativity of well-being, see Tiberius

(2007: 375-76).
4

This is true so long as the desire theory takes the “object” form (according to which

what is good for the subject is the object desired), not the “combo” form (according to
which what is good for the subject is the combination: the object and its being
desired). See Bradley (2014: 235).
5

My account of this dialectical situation is indebted to the account given by Kagan

(2009: 253-55).
6

See Parfit (1987: 501-2); Kagan (2009: 253-55); Griffin (1986: Chs. 2-4). For a

quite different argument for a form of hybridism, see Hurley (1989: Part 1).
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7

The fact that a proposed constituent (such as pleasure) may be very closely related to

a proposed factor (say, pleasurableness) can make it hard to keep hold of the
distinction between constituents and factors. Here I take the basic commitment of
hybrid theories to be to multiple factors, but some hybrid theories may in addition
claim that well-being has multiple constituents. Some versions of the idea that wellbeing consists in enjoying the good might, for example, claim that enjoyment and
goodness are both constituents. Others might claim that both are parts of a single,
complex constituent, enjoying-the-good. Others might claim that there is a single,
simple constituent (for example, enjoyment), but that the other factor plays an
enabling role (so that, for example, enjoyment is a constituent only when it is
correctly related to the good).
8

See also Feldman (2004: 117-122). Parfit (1987: 502) briefly discusses a subjective-

objective hybrid, but it is not clear whether it is a version of enjoying the good, or of
satisfaction of desires for the good (see below), or instead a more complex view:
enjoying the satisfaction of desires for the good.
9

Griffin (1986: Chs. 2-4) also argues for a view about well-being that in some sense

incorporates parts of an informed desire theory and parts of an objective list theory.
But this is because he challenges the distinction between objective and subjective
theories of well-being. He writes “it would be better if these terms . . . were put into
retirement. But if they are not, if the question ‘Subjective or objective?’ is pressed,
then the answer has to be ‘Both’”(1986: 3).
10

This is a simplification of Raz’s view. First, note that he distinguishes between self-

interest and well-being, treating self-interest as mainly a matter of a subject’s
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‘biological’ needs, and well-being as mainly a matter of her goals (1986: 294-99).
Second, though, he allows that how someone is faring in terms of biological needs
matters to her well-being (1986: 296-7). As a result, Raz claims only that ‘success and
failure in the pursuit of our goals is in itself the major determinant of our well-being’
(1986: 297, italics added). The remarks in the text are concerned only with the role of
success in pursuit of goals in well-being, according to Raz.
11

Raz can be interpreted as offering a deeper explanation of this claim. The

explanation is that well-being is a matter of success in practical life, which involves
success in practical reasoning; and success in pursuit of worthless goals is a failure of
practical reasoning, because it involves failure to recognise the goals as worthless
(1986: 299-307). Here I leave that explanation aside, and focus on the hybrid aspect
of Raz’s claim. I should also note that Raz does not, so far as I am aware, explicitly
say that success in worthless goals contributes nothing to well-being. He says “a
person’s well-being depends on the value of his goals and pursuits . . . To the extent
that [the person’s] valuation is mistaken it affects the success of their life” (1986:
298-99).
12

In later work, Kraut claims that desire fulfillment “is not even part of the account”

of what makes something a constituent of well-being (2007: 146). Note also that in
this later work Kraut refers to (and rejects) a “hybrid” form of the desire theory,
according to which some things are good for us because we want them, while other
things we should want because they are good for us (2007: 118; cf. Griffin 1986: 2830). This is not the sense of “hybrid” theory with which we are concerned, however;
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it amounts to holding that the desire theory is true of some goods, while an objective
theory is true of others.
13

Darwall’s view also fits this schema, though like Raz he claims that it is true only

of the “major” constituents of well-being: “a good human life consists of activities
that involve the appreciation of worth and merit. I do not claim that appreciating these
values is the only source of human good. I only claim, somewhat vaguely, that it is
the major source” (1999: 179-80). Wolf’s account of meaningfulness in lives is
complex, but she says of it “We may summarize my proposal in terms of a slogan:
‘Meaning arises when subjective attraction meets objective attractiveness.’” (1997:
211).
14

See Sumner (1996: 158-9) for another version of this style of objection, addressed

to the claim that well-being consists in veridical happiness. In fact, of course, this
kind of objection is just an instance of an even more general objection, to which all
theories of well-being are subject: namely, that they get the extension of the concept
“constituent of well-being” wrong.
15

Similarly, Lauinger (2013) claims that normal subjects desire the basic objective

goods, in defence of a desire/objective good hybrid theory.
16

Parfit’s subsequent discussion suggests that he thinks that the joint necessity model

either is entailed by holism or that it is the most plausible version of it: “Each [side in
the debate] put forward as sufficient something that was only necessary” (1987: 502).
17

Strictly, Parfit seems to run together two different assumptions: (a) the value of a

whole is the sum of the value of its parts (additivity); (b) the value contributed by
each part is independent of facts about the other parts (independence). (Note that we
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should remember the distinction between constituents and factors in applying these
ideas.) Kagan (1988: 14-18) distinguishes the assumptions, though he thinks they go
naturally together. For simplicity I will focus on holism understood as the denial of
independence, though we should remember that holism could also arise through the
denial of additivity. See also Dancy (2004: Chs. 9-10) and Raibley (this volume) for
discussion of different kinds of holism about value.
18

These graphs are modeled on the ones used by Kagan (2009: 267-9) and Sarch

(2012).
19

Hawkins suggests (2010: 62-66) that this theory reflects appropriate concern with

two distinct motivations for subjectivism: wanting to give authority to the subject’s
evaluative perspective (as is the traditional aim of desire theories), and wanting to
give authority to the subject’s experience (as is the traditional aim of hedonism).
20

Heathwood frames the example in terms of a concern with paternalism. See also

Arneson (2006: 31-2).
21

I am very grateful to Guy Fletcher, Alicia Hall, and Valerie Tiberius for helpful

comments on earlier drafts.

29

Related topics
Monism and Pluralism; Atomism and Holism.
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