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Abstract. The main aim of  this article is to contribute to the discussion about the 
universality of  well-being by juxtaposing the theoretical and empirical arguments 
of  the two extreme theoretical positions regarding the possibility of  a universal 
notion of  well-being. The article first explains that the question about the 
possibility of  a universal notion of  well-being is ultimately a matter of  the 
(differences in the) nature of  well-being. While researchers who opt for the 
universalist position are convinced that their empirical data show that the 
differences in the nature of  well-being are minor enough that a universal notion is 
possible, the proponents of  the culturalist position believe that their research 
uncovers more dramatic differences in the nature of  well-being. Therefore, they 
reject a universal notion of  well-being. By reading one position against the other 
on theoretical and empirical levels, the article illuminates and assesses the 
limitations, problems and possible dangers of  both and considers which position 
regarding the possibility of  a universal notion of  well-being seems more 
convincing (and possibly less dangerous). The article concludes that currently the 
culturalist position seems more reasonable, as long as it remains open to a possible 
discovery of a more universal structure in the nature of well-being promised by the 
emerging field of neuroscience of happiness. 
Keywords: happiness, well-being, cultural perspective, cultural relativism, 
ethnocentrism, neuroscience of  happiness. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
While in general most of the authors working in the field of well-being 
acknowledge a certain connection between culture and well-being, they 
are certainly not univocal in their understanding about the nature and 
the extent of that relation (Diener, 2007: 693, 695). Or, as Ryan and 
Deci (2001: 161) have put it: “researchers within the field of well-being 
are grappling with an issue that cross-cuts all social sciences, namely 
that concerning cultural relativism versus universals in human nature.” 
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Since the question of universality of well-being is a complex and multi-
layered issue, let us first outline the scope of our discussion.  

We understand well-being “in the most inclusive sense” as “the state 
of being well” (Kitayama and Markus, 2000; Oishi, 2010: 34). This defi-
nition includes affective and cognitive aspects of human existence as 
well as cultural meanings, practices and bio-chemical processes related 
to them. It should be noted that due to a wide interdisciplinary focus of 
the article some of the work cited is not consistent in the use of terms 
happiness and well-being and that in several cases authors use both 
terms interchangeably. We do not see this as a problem, however, be-
cause the term happiness used by the authors cited in this paper fits in-
to the wide definition of well-being provided above. 

The main aim of this article is to contribute to the discussion about 
the universality of well-being by juxtaposing the theoretical and empiri-
cal arguments of the two extreme theoretical positions regarding the 
possibility of a universal notion of well-being. The theoretical position 
in favour of a universal notion of well-being is referred to as the univer-
salist, and the position against it is referred to as culturalist. Veenhoven 
(2006, 2008, 2010) is the most prominent example of the universalist 
position as he explicitly defends the universal notion of well-being in 
several of his texts. Culturalist positions that argue against the possibil-
ity of a universal notion of well-being appear in two more qualitative 
oriented approaches that have emerged in the recent years: the anthro-
pology of well-being (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009) and the so-called 
cultural perspective, a sub-approach of happiness studies inspired by 
cultural psychology (Kitayama and Markus, 2000; Lu and Gilmour, 
2004; Uchida et al., 2004; Pflug, 2008).  

The question of the possibility of a universal notion of well-being - 
the leading thread of the text - will be approached primarily from the 
viewpoint of the differences in the nature of well-being. While in gen-
eral it is possible to identify several different ways in which well-being 
can be universal,1 there are two main arguments that justify the rele-
vance of the focus on the nature of well-being for the discussion at 
hand. Firstly, the existent studies that explicitly deal with the question 
of universal notion of well-being support their arguments with the help 
of empirical research of the nature of well-being. Secondly and more 
importantly, Tiberius’s (2004) philosophical analysis has shown that if 
empirical research is to be employed in the discussion of the universal 
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notion of well-being, the cardinal question actually should revolve 
around the cultural differences in the nature of well-being. According 
to Tiberius empirical data can suggest that there are either “minor dif-
ferences” or “dramatic differences” in the nature of well-being across 
respective cultures (301). While “minor differences can be evidence in 
favour of modifying the formal analysis” of the universal notion of 
well-being, more dramatic differences would imply that “there is no 
genuinely shared concept”2 (Tiberius, 2004: 301). 

In 2004, Tiberius concluded her article by arguing that the universal-
ist position is not “undermined by the kinds of cultural differences” 
that, according to her, have been discovered so far and that “there 
might be a universal notion of well-being” (293). It should be empha-
sised, however, that Tiberius (2004: 295) built her argument exclusively 
on the basis and limits of empirical cross-cultural SWB comparisons, 
which do not focus on the nature of well-being but only establish the 
differences in its causes and source. This article moves the discussion 
about the possibility of a universal notion of well-being further by tak-
ing into account the more recent empirical research that also examines 
the (differences in the) nature of well-being, which was not considered 
by Tiberius (2004). Namely, as we have already indicated above, the 
representatives of the universalist and the culturalist position employ 
empirical research on the nature of wellbeing in order to argue for or 
against the possibility of a universal notion of well-being. The research-
ers who lean towards the culturalist perspective (cultural perspective in 
happiness studies and anthropology of well-being) believe that their 
more qualitative oriented empirical research proves what Tiberius 
(2004) would call “dramatic differences” in the nature of well-being. 
Therefore, they reject a universal notion of well-being. On the other 
hand, researchers who represent the universalist position (most notably 
Veenhoven, 2006, 2008, 2010) are convinced that the differences are 
minor enough that a universal notion of well-being is possible. 

By reading one position against the other on theoretical and empiri-
cal levels, we wish to illuminate and assess the limitations, problems 
and possible dangers of both3 and to consider which position regarding 
the possibility of a universal notion of well-being seems more convinc-
ing (and possibly less dangerous). Towards that end we first present the 
theoretical and empirical arguments of the universalist position. Here 
we predominantly rely on Veenhoven (2006, 2008, 2010), who is not 
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only one of the most explicit and representative supporters of the uni-
versalist position, but also one of the most experienced and respected 
well-being researchers. The other position - the culturalist - will be pre-
sented with the help of the cultural perspective in happiness studies and 
the anthropology of well-being, which have been the first to argue 
against the universal notion of well-being.4 Since the arguments of these 
recent approaches for the research of well-being are difficult to clearly 
separate from their criticism of the universalist position and survey-
based empirical well-being research, we illuminate their argumentation 
and criticism together. We also look into the criticisms addressed to-
wards the culturalist perspective by the universalist perspective. In this 
section of the article we also consider the validity of the empirical and 
theoretical arguments of both positions (which includes the criticisms 
that they address towards each other). 
 

THE UNIVERSALIST POSITION 
 
In order to support the argument for the universality of well-being, 
Veenhoven (2010) first provides his own definition of happiness, which 
is inspired by Jeremy Bentham”s classic notion of happiness. According 
to Veenhoven happiness is “a subjective state of mind,” defined as “the 
overall appreciation of one’s life as-a-whole” (2010: 329). Because he 
believes that the question “how universal is happiness?” is “too broad 
to answer,” he breaks it down into seven sub-questions, which in his 
view all pertain to the nature of well-being5: Do we all appraise how 
much we like life? Do we appraise life on the same grounds? Are the 
conditions for happiness similar for all humans? Are the consequences 
of happiness similar around the globe? Do we all seek happiness? Do 
we seek happiness in similar ways? Are we about equally happy in all 
cultures? (Veenhoven, 2010: 329) 

It would not be particularly helpful to repeat here in detail how 
Veenhoven (2010) answers these questions. What is more crucial for 
our discussion is that he concludes his analysis by claiming that the 
available empirical data (gathered in the World Database of Happiness) 
enables him to answer these questions mostly in favor of the universal-
ist position. 

The bulk of Veenhoven’s (2010) arguments for the universality of 
well-being rests on the findings of empirical survey-based cross-
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national happiness research that uses his universal definition of happi-
ness. In his article Veenhoven himself explicitly admits that there are 
some empirical limitations in his approach. First, he had to “make do 
with data gathered in more or less modern societies, in particular in rich 
Western societies” (2010: 344). Second, the data used to support his ar-
gumentation were “not free from cultural measurement bias” (2010: 
344). And third, Veenhoven explains, the question about variation 
across cultures was “largely answered using data on happiness in na-
tions” (2010: 344). What is also worth mentioning here is that, in rela-
tion to the discussion about the universality of well-being, Veenhoven 
acknowledges that “it is difficult to express this universality in numbers, 
since it depends rather on an interpretation of what is most essential” 
(2010: 344). 

As we shall see, in addition to empirical limitations identified by 
Veenhoven himself, the cultural perspective in happiness studies and 
the anthropology of well-being point out several other empirical and 
theoretical problems with empirical survey-based well-being research 
and the universal notion of well-being. 
 

THE CULTURALIST POSITION AND ITS CRITIQUE OF THE 
UNIVERSALIST POSITION 

 
Contrary to Veenhoven (2010) the cultural perspective in happiness 
studies and anthropology of well-being argue that their qualitative em-
pirical evidence (see Heine et al., 1999; Kitayama and Markus, 2000; Lu 
and Gilmour, 2004; Uchida et. al., 2004 and Pflug, 2008; Mathews and 
Izquierdo, 2009) suggest that the differences between the nature of 
well-being across cultures are much more dramatic that acknowledged 
by the proponents of the universal notion of well-being (i. e. universal-
ist position). According to these new approaches for the study of well-
being, which constitute the culturalist position: 
 
Just as people cannot live in a general way and must of necessity live in some set of 
culture-specific ways, a person cannot just be well in a general way. The very nature 
of what it means to be well or to experience well-being takes culture-specific forms. 
What it means to feel good or to live a good life requires being able to realize 
culturally mandated ways of being” (Kitayama and Markus, 2000: 114). 
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The culturalist position comprehends culture in the broadest sense as 
“a particular way of life” (Williams, 1983: 90). In this sense culture is 
not only seen as one of the factors in the understanding of well-being, 
but rather as the cardinal factor: “culture can be a major force con-
structing the conception of happiness and consequently shaping its sub-
jective experiences. In particular, members of different cultures may 
hold diverse views of happiness, covering definitions, nature, meaning 
and ways to strive for SWB” (Lu and Gilmour, 2004: 271). Of course, 
this does not mean ignoring factors like “evolutionary imperatives and 
human needs” and “human nature” (Diener and Suh, 2000: 4). Instead, 
even factors like evolutionary imperatives, human needs and human na-
ture that might seem “natural” and “universal” are manifested in cultur-
ally specific ways. “To the extent that the relevant social world is ar-
ranged and practiced differently, incorporating different cultural models 
of what is good, what is moral, or what is self,” Kitayama and Markus 
(2001) conclude, “well-being may assume forms other than those cur-
rently described and documented in the psychological literature.”  

Since the cultural perspective and anthropology of well-being are in 
many aspects constituted in opposition to the universalist perspective 
and the survey-based empirical well-being research associated with it, 
we shall continue their description with the help of their criticism di-
rected to the universalist position. 
 

UNIVERSALIST POSITION IN THE DANGERS  
OF ETHNOCENTRISM 

 
Insofar as according to the cultural perspective in happiness studies and 
anthropology of well-being there are significant differences in the na-
ture of well-being across cultures they believe that by maintaining a 
universal notion of well-being, which ignores these differences, philos-
ophers, researchers or theoreticians are in fact superimposing their own 
particular conception of nature of well-being based on meanings and 
practices of their cultural background on other cultures. In other words, 
by advocating or trying to articulate universal notions of well-being, 
they are inescapably caught in a form ethnocentrism, which corre-
sponds to a “process by which values and ways of seeing the world that 
are founded in one culture are used to comprehend and judge another” 
(Barker, 2004: 63). According to Christopher (1999: 141), universal no-
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tion of well-being problematically presupposes “ontological and liberal 
individualism as notions of the self and as normative prescriptions for 
the good or ideal person.” Ahmed (2007/2008: 10) is close to Christo-
pher’s position, arguing that “the science of happiness relies on a very 
specific model of subjectivity, where one knows how one feels, and 
where the distinction between good and bad feeling is secure, forming 
the basis of subjective as well as social well-being.” And so are Kitaya-
ma and Markus: “often as innocuous and well-intended as they are, var-
ious attempts to apply theories of happiness that are implicitly ground-
ed in Western ideas of progress, liberalism, egalitarianism, and freedom 
to other cultural contexts may not reveal, but distort, lived experiences 
of the people in those cultures” (2000: 153). 

The anthropology of well-being, conceived with the publication of 
the first anthropological reader on well-being, edited by Mathews and 
Izquierdo (2009: 8), is also “highly skeptical” towards universal notions 
of well-being, seeing them as “inevitably ethnocentric.” As a conse-
quence, they believe that “American or Western conceptions of well-
being are insufficient to understand well-being in a range of societies 
across the globe, and are thus insufficient as a basis for the cross-
cultural comparison of well-being” (Mathews and Izquieredo, 2009: 9). 
Similar to the cultural perspective in happiness studies, anthropology 
adopts a cultural constructionist approach6: “happiness, as we have ar-
gued, is subjective and culture-bound, and cannot easily be ascertained 
by any universal measures. Different societies may adhere to different 
culturally and linguistically constructed concepts of happiness, making 
cross-societal comparison more or less problematic” (Mathews and 
Izquierdo, 2009: 5). Anthropologists of well-being see the answer to the 
problem of ethnocentrism inherent in universal notions of well-being 
and empirical survey-based research in cultural relativism that has been 
one of the most important tenets of their discipline since the start of 
the 20th century. 
 

INCOMPLETENESS OF EMPIRICAL (CROSS-CULTURAL) 
SURVEY WELL-BEING RESEARCH7 

 
According to the anthropologists of well-being, the cross-cultural com-
parison of survey data is not only ethnocentric, but also “leaves out too 
much to be fully credible” because  
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surveys do not ask respondents to talk about their senses of well-being in their 
own words. Rather, they ask for informants’ closed-ended answers to fixed ques-
tions, as translated into different languages. This not only ignores how individuals 
express their own senses of their lives, but also ignores how different languages 
and cultures conceive of well-being in different ways. (Mathews and Izquierdo, 
2009: 6) 
 
In other words, surveys “reify what can be measured and ignore what 
cannot be measured” (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 8). According to 
anthropologists of well-being, the only way to adhere to the methodo-
logical premises of cultural relativism and to avoid the inherent incom-
pleteness of survey research is to conduct ethnographic research in the 
cultures of interest, “which can provide the social and cultural context 
without which well-being in a given society cannot be fully understood” 
(Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 250): 

Anthropologists specialize in understanding, through extended 
fieldwork, the complex cultural meanings that exist within a given 
society. They may be especially well situated to understand a given 
society’s particular language formulations of well-being and to reveal, 
through close ethnographic description, how these play out in people’s 
daily lives, words, and worlds (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 9). 

Following from this, Mathews and Izquierdo (2009: 6) warn, we have 
to be extremely careful when comparing different cultures in terms of 
well-being: “it is indeed possible to make a comparison of different so-
cieties as to well-being, as long as this is done in a careful, culturally 
sensitive way. This can be done through what we in this book term soft 
comparison, comparison based not on – or at least not solely on – bald 
statistics placed side by side, but rather on all the nuances of sociocul-
tural context ethnographically portrayed” (Mathews and Izquierdo, 
2009: 6). In this sense, anthropologists of well-being consider their ap-
proach as an “empirical antidote to the straitjackets of comparison ad-
hered to by some other disciplines, such as economics and psychology, 
which more or less insist on a common standard of measurement for all 
societies” (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 248). 

Even though the cultural perspective in happiness studies does not 
proclaim to be following cultural relativism, nor does it explicitly criti-
cize survey methods on account of their ethnocentrism, it could be ar-
gued that it adheres to all the major methodological tenets of cultural 
relativism as understood by anthropologists of well-being: 
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A cultural psychological approach does not automatically assume that all behavior 
can be explained by the same set of constructs and measures, and enquires first 
whether a given construct is meaningful and how it is used in a given cultural 
context. In other words, a Western conception of SWB should not be superimposed 
on other cultures; instead, indigenous conceptions of SWB bred in particular 
cultural contexts should be unraveled and systematically mapped out (Lu and 
Gilmour, 2004: 271). 
 

The cultural perspective also agrees with the anthropology of well-
being that “statistical measures of well-being are not inherently flawed, 
but they are inherently incomplete” (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 
250). 

The literature on well-being has so far been based on large surveys. 
Although useful in revealing general descriptions, this methodology has 
inherent limitations. The cultural perspective presented here suggests 
that cultural meanings are often tacit – they are not recognized by the 
person who engages in them, and they therefore are unlikely to be 
revealed in any survey data. A variety of reasons underlie this problem of 
survey methodology. The most important is that cultural meanings are 
embodied in patterns of cultural practices and conventions. Such 
practices and conventions are often tacit, normative, carrying little, if 
any, subjective significance. Yet, they are a significant contributor to 
subjective well-being. They provide the framework within which 
individuals, singly or collectively, seek to achieve cultural adaptation in 
order to attain a state of well-being (Kitayama and Markus 2000: 153). 

While the anthropology of well-being is almost exclusively in favor of 
the ethnographic method, a cultural perspective is open to a variety of 
both quantitative as well as qualitative methods. To support their thesis 
and compare different cultural constructions of well-being, researchers 
from the cultural perspective use different quantitative (e.g. Kitayama 
and Markus, 2001; Uchida et al., 2004) and qualitative research methods 
(e.g. Lu and Gilmour, 2004; Pflug, 2008). The latest research, however, 
seems to lean more towards the qualitative side, as it is more suitable 
for exploration of cultural meanings and practices that enter in the cul-
tural construction of well-being. Lu and Gilmour (2004) and Pflug 
(2008), for example, have asked their research group to write essays on 
the theme “What is happiness?” and, thus, tried to extrapolate the 
meanings respondents with a different cultural background attributed 
to happiness. 
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In sum the cultural perspective in happiness studies and the anthro-
pology of well-being argue that given the significant differences in the 
nature of well-being across cultures discovered by their qualitative em-
pirical research, it is not possible to adhere to a universal notion of 
well-being. Following from this they consider survey-based well-being 
research and the universal notions of well-being to be problematic on 
account of their ethnocentrism. In addition they also point out what ac-
cording to them are significant limitations of survey-based well-being 
cross-cultural research. 

Since we would like to illuminate the limits and problematic issues of 
both main positions regarding the universal notion of well-being we 
shall now look more closely at the problematic issues of the culturalist 
position that are identified by researchers who are leaning towards uni-
versalist position. 
 

THE CRITIQUE OF THE CULTURALIST POSITION 
 
According to Veenhoven, the culturalist position is related to what he 
calls the “presumed social construction of subjective well-being” (2008: 
4). He argues that “Social constructionism stresses human thinking and 
is blind to affective experience and innate drives” (2008: 3). On the ba-
sis of these theoretical arguments, Veenhoven concludes that the theory 
of social constructivism assumes that well-being is culturally and histor-
ically specific. He, on the other hand is convinced that his empirical re-
search proves that the differences (in the nature) of well-being across 
cultures and across history are not significant enough to erode the pos-
sibility of a universal notion of well-being. 

Next, Veenhoven believes that the theory of social construction, 
which questions the universal notion of well-being, implies that well-
being is “something insignificant” (4) and that there is “little value to 
subjective well-being” (2008: 3). For Veenhoven, the practical problem 
related to this is that well-being cannot represent “a strong criterion for 
public choice within cultures” and, as such, also undermines the utilitar-
ian enlightenment moral and political project of “greater happiness for 
a greater number” (2008: 4). And, last but not least, Veenhoven is con-
vinced that, if we reject the universal notion of well-being, this means 
that “happiness cannot serve for the evaluation of cultures” (2010: 
328). While Veenhoven does not elaborate further on the issue of the 
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evaluation of cultures, a somewhat more thorough criticism of cultural 
relativism in this regard can be found in Diener and Suh (2000). While 
“respecting many differences between countries”, Diener and Suh reject 
what they call an “all-out cultural relativism” because, according to 
them, it is “too accepting of terrible people and sick societies” (2000: 
5). More specifically, Diener and Suh believe that in the view of cultural 
relativism “every type of life is equally desirable depending on the 
framework for evaluation”, which essentially means that “a Hitler is 
judged to be as good as Francis of Assisi” (2000: 5). 
 

THE ASSESSMENT OF ARGUMENTS AND CRITICISMS OF 
BOTH MAIN POSITIONS REGARDING  

THE UNIVERSAL NOTION OF WELL-BEING 
 
In this section we consider the plausibility of the main theoretical and 
empirical arguments regarding the universal notions of well-being pro-
posed by both positions and the validity of the criticisms of both posi-
tions directly or indirectly addressed towards each other. Let us first as-
sess the validity of criticism directed at cultural relativism, which repre-
sents an important aspect of the culturalist position. 

As we have pointed out, Diener and Suh (2000: 5) and Veenhoven 
(2008, 2010) are critical towards the position of cultural relativism, 
which represents an integral part of the culturalist positon. With the 
help of anthropology, which has a long tradition of dealing with the 
question of cultural relativism, we observe that Diener and Suh (2000) 
have apparently based their position regarding cultural relativism on a 
somewhat erroneous understanding of the concept. Claiming that the 
problem with cultural relativism is “that every outcome is as good as 
every other; a Hitler is judged to be as good as Francis of Assisi” 
(Diener and Suh, 2000: 5) points to a confusion between the concepts 
of cultural relativism and moral relativism. According to Marcus and 
Fisher (1986: 32), such misuses of the concept emerge from the fact 
that cultural relativism “has all too often been portrayed as a doctrine 
rather than as a method and reflection on the process of interpretation 
itself.” While an extreme position of moral relativism, conceived as re-
jecting universal moral truths, could indeed lead to Diener and Suh’s 
radical claim on cultural relativism, for anthropologists the concept in-
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stead corresponds to a methodology that follows the guidelines that 
there is  
 
no one best or most rational way to organize society; that different cultures had 
evolved different constellations of values and social mechanisms; that it is often 
more realistic to try to learn alternative ways of organizing societies by observing 
other cultures than by ivory-tower speculation about reforming society; that cultur-
al values cannot be ethically judged in abstract philosophical terms, but must be evalu-
ated in terms of their actual effects on social life. (Marcus and Fischer, 1986: 170) 
 
Because anthropologists see cultural relativism as a method rather than 
a moral position, they persistently defend against “critics who charge 
that relativism asserts the equal validity of all value systems, thus mak-
ing moral judgments impossible, and that in its insistence on fundamen-
tal respect for cultural differences among human societies, it has para-
lyzed all schemes of generalization, by which the progress of any sci-
ence must proceed” (Marcus and Fischer, 1986: 32). Still, there are a 
couple of important questions regarding cultural relativism that the cul-
turalist position has to answer, namely, how can we evaluate cultures 
without being ethnocentric and is the ideal of cultural relativism really 
possible?8 

Next we shall turn to Veenhoven’s critique of what he calls social 
constructivism, which according to him represents the basis for the cul-
turalist position. As we have pointed out, according to Veenhoven, the 
main problem of social constructivism is that it reduces well-being sole-
ly to the cognitive dimension. Arguments in favor of the culturalist po-
sition put forward by the cultural perspective in happiness studies and 
the anthropology of well-being, however, are not based on what Veen-
hoven describes as social constructivism but on cultural constructivism. 
It is crucial to emphasize that cultural constructivism, which has its 
roots in anthropology, cultural psychology and cultural studies, is much 
wider than social constructivism, as described and criticized by Veen-
hoven. Veenhoven might be right in claiming that social constructivism 
ignores the affective dimensions of experience, yet this argument is cer-
tainly not valid for cultural constructivism. As we have pointed out, cul-
tural constructivism does not see culture as merely influencing human 
life (and well-being) in a limited cognitive sense but in the widest possi-
ble sense of determining “culturally mandated ways of being”, which 
also includes well-being along with its affective dimensions (Kitayama 
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and Markus, 2000: 114). In the case of cultural constructivism used by 
the cultural perspective in happiness studies and the anthropology of 
well-being as the theoretical argument to support their culturalist posi-
tion, the theoretical criticism that Veenhoven directs towards social 
constructivism therefore does not apply. In addition to the theoretical 
arguments supporting the culturalist position, the cultural perspective 
and anthropology of well-being also provide substantial empirical evi-
dence that is ignored by Veenhoven. In their view, empirical data sug-
gest that the differences in the nature of well-being are intensive 
enough that we have to refuse a universal understanding of well-being. 
While Veenhoven ignores the empirical data used by the cultural per-
spective and the anthropology of well-being to support their culturalist 
position, he does provide his own empirical data that, according to him, 
testify against what he believes are the consequences of social construc-
tivism. As we have already mentioned, Veenhoven uses empirical data 
obtained via large survey-based cross-cultural well-being research to re-
fute the culturalist position. 

From the viewpoint of the cultural perspective in happiness studies 
and the anthropology of well-being, Veenhoven’s empirical arguments 
against the culturalist position are not valid on account of their meth-
odological limitations. Even if we bracket the criticism of survey-based 
cross-cultural well-being research (used by Veenhoven) raised by the 
culturalist position, we have to point out a more general problem with 
the employment of such a research approach in order to support the 
universalist perspective (and consequently to reject the culturalist posi-
tion). The quantitative survey-based approach used by Veenhoven 
(2006, 2008, 2010) first articulates an a priori universal notion of well-
being, which is used as the basis for empirical research. Since the data 
obtained from such research is then employed to support the argument 
for the universal notion of well-being, there exists the danger of a circu-
lar, ouroboric argumentation. In other words, the problem resides in 
the fact that the research, which inherently assumes a universal notion 
of well-being, is ultimately employed to support its basic presupposi-
tion. The cultural perspective and the anthropology of well-being, on 
the other hand, do not start with the articulation of theory as Veenho-
ven does but rather with (qualitative) empirical research, which is then a 
posteriori used in order to articulate and improve their theories: “Re-
search can benefit from dense descriptions of the lived world of the 
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peoples under study, and then by bringing this cultural knowledge to 
bear on the theories and methods developed to test those theories” 
(Kitayama and Markus, 2000: 153). 

As we have noted, according to Veenhoven (2006, 2008), one of the 
implications of constructivism is that well-being is supposed to be con-
sidered as “something insignificant” (2008: 4). In terms of research in-
terest, the sheer amount of work done in the context of cultural per-
spective and the anthropology of well-being testifies that this is not the 
case. After all, why would these researchers do all this intensive qualita-
tive research work if they thought well-being was insignificant? Based 
on a closer examination of their approach, it could even be argued that 
their adoption of cultural constructivism is not an impediment but, in 
fact, a catalyst of their interest in well-being. Their belief in the cultural-
ly specific constructed nature of well-being obviously sparks the interest 
in the various cultural processes, meanings and practices involved in the 
construction of well-being in respective culture(s) and in the differences 
between these cultural processes across cultures. 

As for the more practical political (in)significance of well-being, 
Veenhoven”s (2010) claim that the rejection of universal notion of well-
being implies that well-being cannot represent “a strong criterion for 
public choice within cultures” seems more justified. The culturalist po-
sition adopted by the cultural perspective and anthropology of well-
being undermines - at least indirectly - the utilitarian moral and political 
Enlightenment project of “greater happiness for a greater number” as 
the only right public choice for all of humankind. At the same time, the 
cultural perspective and the anthropology of well-being have not yet 
proposed any alternative ways of employing well-being as the basis for 
public/political choice. Here we note, however, that based on this fact 
alone it is impossible to conclude that the culturalist position does not 
allow an articulation of political projects on the basis of well-being. 
Similar attempts in this direction from other research fields (see Barker 
(2002) and his use of Rorty”s pragmatism, and Zevnik (2010)) testify 
that the cultural constructivist position is not mutually exclusive with 
attempts to propose well-being as a basis for political and public choice. 
In addition, Brulde and Bykvist (2010) present several other alternatives 
to utilitarianism. 

Last but not least, lets consider the validity of criticism directed at the 
universalist position by the culturalist position. The cultural sensitivity 
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and the long tradition of in-depth research in various cultures across 
the globe that supports the culturalist position suggest that the criticism 
of the universalist position on account of its ethnocentrism ought to be 
taken seriously. While is true that in its criticism of the universalist posi-
tion the anthropology of well-being and the cultural perspective mostly 
focus only on the quantitative well-being research and ignore conver-
gent ways of measuring well-being (like the use of SSRIs, experience 
sampling method, Day Reconstruction Method, etc.), these alternative 
methods, however, haven’t yet been systematically used in order to 
support the universalist position. 

Perhaps the firmest indicator in favor of the criticisms directed at the 
survey-based approach used by Veenhoven to support the universalist 
position comes from within the tradition to which he belongs. As we 
have seen above, Veenhoven himself admits that his approach has cer-
tain empirical limitations. Also Diener, another respected well-being re-
searcher, is clear on the (general) limitations of survey-based well-being 
research: 
 
Because the field of subjective well-being grew primarily out of the sociological 
survey research tradition, one-time surveys based on brief self-reports of well-
being are the most frequent method used. As the editor of Journal of Happiness 
Studies, I was inundated with submissions relying on one-time self-report surveys, 
and rarely received papers using more sophisticated methodologies. These meth-
ods have served us well but have clear limitations. (2008: 508) 
 
It is also revealing that amongst the researchers who have accepted 
Diener”s challenge to try to go beyond the limitations of the prevalent 
survey research tradition and seek more sophisticated methodologies, 
an increasing number of them (e.g., Yang, 2000; Lu, 2001, 2005; Lu and 
Gilmour, 2006; Delle Fave and Bassi, 2009; Delle Fave et al., 2010; Oi-
shi, 2010) are convinced that (even quantitative) cross-cultural research 
should be undertaken with the help of culturally sensitive scales and 
measures.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
With the intention of contributing to the ongoing discussion about the 
universality of well-being, we have juxtaposed the two main theoretical 
positions regarding the possibility of a universal notion of well-being. 
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Using Tiberius’s (2004) work we have first explained that the question 
about the universal notion of well-being ultimately comes down to (the 
differences in) the nature of well-being (across cultures). While re-
searchers who represent the universalist position are convinced that 
their empirical data suggest that the differences in the nature of well-
being are minor enough that an universal notion of well-being is possi-
ble, researchers who lean towards the culturalist perspective believe that 
their more qualitative oriented empirical research uncovers more dra-
matic differences in the nature of well-being. As a consequence, they 
argue against a universal notion of well-being. The aim of this article 
was to illuminate the limitations and problematic issues of both main 
positions concerning the universal notion of well-being. At the same 
time, we have also considered which position - should it be mistaken - 
is potentially more dangerous. 

Based on our comparative analysis of the existent empirical and theo-
retical arguments of both positions (including their criticisms of each 
other), the universalist position appears to present more problematic 
issues and possible dangers. Besides the quite harsh criticism coming 
from the culturalist position of the survey-based research method used 
by Veenhoven (the chief proponent of the universalist position), there 
are also certain openly recognized methodological limitations identified 
by Veenhoven himself. In addition, Denier (2008), another respected 
well-being researcher, also points out some more (general) methodolog-
ical limitations of survey-based well-being research. What is also reveal-
ing is that many recent attempts (both qualitative survey-based as well 
as qualitative) to overcome these methodological limitations go in the 
direction of using more culturally sensitive measures and explorations 
of well-being in different cultures and across cultures. It is also worth 
noting that Veenhoven ignores the empirical data collected via more 
qualitative oriented methods provided by the cultural perspective in 
happiness studies and the anthropology of well-being. And, last but not 
least, we have identified a problem with ouroboric argumentation used 
by Veenhoven, namely, that he uses empirical cross-cultural well-being 
research, which has to assume a universal notion of well-being in order 
to support his universalist position. Another danger of emphasizing a 
universal notion of well-being is related to the assumption of the intrin-
sically positive nature of well-being, which means that we might be ig-
noring what Gruber, Mauss and Tamir (2011) call the “dark side of 
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happiness.” If we accept a universal notion of well-being, we are also 
implying that well-being is something inherently and universally good 
and unproblematic.9 Recent research, however, proves otherwise. 
Mauss, Tamir, Anderson and Savino (2011) and Gruber, Mauss and 
Tamir (2011: 229) have showed that “happiness is not always good” 
and that it “might even lead to harmful consequences.” By analysing 
the relations of power associated with the experience of well-being, re-
searchers working in the field of cultural studies such as Ahmed 
(2009/2008, 2010) also emphasize that well-being should not simply be 
seen as an inherently positive and unproblematic experience: “Cultural 
studies can make an important contribution to debates about happiness 
precisely given its willingness to refuse to consent to its truth. We might 
even suspend belief that happiness is what we want, or that happiness is 
what is good” (Ahmed 2007/2008: 7).10  

Compared to the universalist position, it seems that the culturalist 
position has much fewer limitations and possible dangers (and that 
there exist more potential ways of overcoming them). Our comparative 
analysis has showed that several of the criticisms addressed towards the 
culturalist position by the universalist position are not entirely convinc-
ing. The criticism of cultural relativism is problematic due to its confu-
sion between the concepts of cultural relativism and moral relativism. 
This, however, does not mean that there are not any other problems 
with cultural relativism that should be addressed in the future. We have 
also seen that the absence of political projects and programmes for 
public choice based on well-being does not necessarily mean that the 
constructivist perspective does not allow such attempts. In this sense, 
the current lack of such attempts undertaken from the culturalist posi-
tion is perhaps more of a new challenge than a serious problem.  

Veenhoven’s theoretical criticism of the culturalist position that is 
based on his interpretation of social constructivism is problematic on 
account of its reductionism. As we have pointed out, Veenhoven’s ar-
guments against the culturalist position do not apply in the case of the 
cultural perspective in happiness studies and the anthropology of well-
being, which base their culturalist position on cultural constructivism, a 
theory with a much wider scope than what is described by Veenhoven 
as social constructivism. In addition, Veenhoven ignores the insights of 
these new approaches to well-being research not only on the theoretical 
level, but also on the empirical level. In order to make a stronger case 
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against the culturalist position Veenhoven (or any other proponent of 
the universalist position) would also have to address the more recent 
theoretical and empirical arguments put forward by the cultural per-
spective in happiness studies and the anthropology of well-being. 

Regarding the diverging views on methodology, we observe that the 
more qualitative oriented research methods used by the culturalist per-
spective seem more suitable for the examination of the (differences in 
the) nature of well-being that - as we have argued - are central to the 
discussion regarding the possibility of a universal notion of well-being. 
The way in which empirical research is used by the cultural perspective 
in happiness studies and the anthropology of well-being to support 
their culturalist position also does not share with Veenhoven the prob-
lem of ouroboric argumentation. 
 

THE PROMISE OF NEUROSCIENCE OF HAPPINESS 
 
The empirical data on the differences in the nature of well-being across 
cultures and the methodological and epistemological limitations that are 
evident on the universalist side suggest a considerable amount of scep-
ticism towards the possibility of a universal notion of well-being. Yet, 
this important issue is still not entirely resolved. The promise of the 
rapidly developing field of neuroscience of happiness alone suggests 
that we have to allow the possibility of a discovery of a more general 
underlying structure in the nature of well-being, which may be univer-
sal. In the future, the field of neuroscience of happiness (see, for exam-
ple, Berridge and Kringelbach, 2010), seems to offer a promise of 
providing more definitive empirical answers to the issues of the univer-
sality of will-being. Time will show how the development of the neuro-
science might contribute to the discussion about the possibility of a 
universal notion of well-being. Currently, neuroscience of happiness is 
facing difficult questions regarding the relation of the nature of well-
being (and its components) to underlying brain systems (Berridge and 
Kringelbach, 2010). For now, Berridge and Kringelbach explain, “while 
some progress has been made in understanding brain hedonics” neuro-
science has “still not made substantial progress toward understanding 
the functional neuroanatomy of happiness” (2010, 673).  

Based on our comparative analysis of the existing empirical and theo-
retical arguments of both positions, we conclude that there are more 
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problematic issues and possible dangers related to the universalist posi-
tion. Currently, the culturalist position seems more reasonable as long 
as it remains open to a possible discovery of a more universal structure 
in the nature of well-being and for as long as the proponents of the 
universalist position do not provide convincing evidence to refute the 
recent theoretical and empirical arguments in favour of the culturalist 
position. 
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1 The discussion about the universality of well-being could also be approached from 
the following viewpoints: Are the sources and causes of well-being universal? Do all 
cultures value well-being in the same way? Do all cultures have a concept of well-
being? Is there a universal need for positive self-regard? Etc. 
2 In other words, a universal notion of well-being is not possible. 
3 Obviously, it is impossible to encompass all the authors belonging to each of the 
positions. Consequently, we shall focus on the ones that, in our view, are the most 
representative of the respective positions. 
4 Since, in the field of happiness studies, the cultural perspective and, most espe-
cially, the anthropology of well-being are much less known and less often em-
ployed we give them somewhat more space. The volume of text dedicated to the 
description of each of the positions (and their empirical and theoretical argu-
ments), however, does not in any way imply our preference towards any them. 
Any assessments – which are presented mostly in the concluding part of the article 
– are based purely on the examinations of empirical and theoretical arguments. 
5 Veenhoven (2010: 329) himself emphasizes that in his article the term happiness 
is used interchangeably with the term well-being. 
6 This similarity is quite obvious considering the fact that cultural psychology was 
actually born out of a strand of 20th-century anthropology (see LeVine, 2007). 
7 The reason why this section focuses on methodology is related to the fact that 
the criticism of the culturalist position directed to the universalist position is to a 
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considerable extent based on methodological issues. A wider methodological dis-
cussion concerning well-being is beyond the scope of this article.   
8 So-called postmodern anthropology, for example, questions the “classic” anthro-
pological ideal of cultural relativism (see Clifford and Marcus, 1986). 
9  For example, Vrtačič (2012: 160) claims that the imperative of happiness is a dis-
tinctively Western phenomenon. It is a product of binary logic, representing the 
flip side of melancholy: “the ethics of accepting one’s own death together with re-
fusing to accept the death of Other is the ultimate phantasm of the Cartesian sub-
ject.” 
10 Here we would like to add that, in our view, being critical towards well-being 
and not simply accepting it as an a priori positive notion and experience does not 
mean that one has to take an a priori negative position towards well-being. In-
stead, it implies that we should reflect on the concepts and cultural workings of 
happiness and well-being as only potentially problematic and dangerous. In this 
sense, we believe that the critical approach to happiness and well-being ought to 
follow Foucault (2000: 256), who remarked, “My point is not that everything is 
bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad. If eve-
rything is dangerous, then we always have something to do. I think that the ethico-
political choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the main dan-
ger.” 




