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SUSTAINABLE HEDONISM.
A THRIVING LIFE THAT DOES 

NOT COST THE EARTH
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NOT COST THE EARTH
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PERSONAL MOTIVATION

• What would I write about if I gave complete freedom to myself? 

• How can I become a story-teller as a scientist? 

• How can I weave together all the fragmented pieces of knowledge I 
gathered so far?
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PROFESSIONAL MOTIVATION

• Happiness is good
• In itself (as a state of being)
• Causal relationship to many desirable

outcomes (physical health, longevity, 
workplace productivity, pro-social
behaviour): happy people care more about
others and the world

• But: the quest for happiness often fails
• Addiction
• Overconsumption
• Many people suffer
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Refine our understanding of happiness:
• „Flourishing life”

Refine our strategies for seeking
pleasure:
• „Sustainable hedonism”



THE CHALLENGE



CHALLENGE: ECOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL

• “Approximately 3.3 to 3.6 billion people live in contexts that are highly vulnerable to 
climate change.” (IPCC 2022)

• “It is unequivocal that climate change has already disrupted human and natural 
systems. Past and current development trends (past emissions, development and 
climate change) have not advanced global climate resilient development (very high 
confidence).” (IPCC 2022)

• Humanity does not live in a socially just and environmentally safe space:
• there is no country where basic social safety is achieved and where the use of resources remains under the 

ecological ceiling if we also take into consideration activities it has outsourced to other countries

7



No country is 
meeting basic 
human goals 
within 
biophysical 
boundaries
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Source: Global 
Sustainable 
Development Report 
2019



„DOUGHNUT”:
THE SAFE AND JUST
SPACE FOR HUMANITY
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NEED FOR A “FAIR CONSUMPTION SPACE”

• A planned transition (rather than a chaotic one as seen with the pandemic) to a society 
with sustainable lifestyles is central to building a peaceful future.

• Humanity will need to converge into “a fair consumption space” 

• "The footprint gaps between actual lifestyle and the targets show that footprints in 
high-income countries need to be reduced by 91– 95% by 2050. 
• Upper-middle income countries need to reduce their foot-prints by 68–86% by 2050. Even lower-middle income 

countries need to reduce footprints by 76% in order to meet the 2050 target. “ (Akenji et al. 2021, 1.5-Degree 
Lifestyles)

• Degrowth in the global North, green growth in the global South. (Timothée Parrique)
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FAIR CONSUMPTION SPACE

11 Source: Akenji et al. 2021, 1.5-Degree Lifestyles



CHALLENGE: MEETING PHYSICAL NEEDS AND HIGH LIFE SATISFACTION

• „Physical needs such as nutrition, sanitation, access to electricity and the elimination of 
extreme poverty could likely be met for all people without transgressing planetary boundaries. 
However, the universal achievement of more qualitative goals (for example, high life 
satisfaction) would require a level of resource use that is 2–6 times the sustainable level, based 

on current relationships.” (Dan O’Neil et al. 2018, Nature Sustainability)

We need to radically revise the current relationship between resource use 
and life satisfaction. We need to reconsider our strategies for a happy life.
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CHALLENGE: OUR NOTIONS OF PROGRESS AND HUMAN NATURE

• „Economic Man“: selfish, competitive, fully rational, pleasure-seeking
Self-fulfilling prophecy among economic students
A mainstream culture of „radical hedonism“, unrestrained pleasure-seeking and consumption

• preferences are „given“ – the invisible „black box“ of personal 
preferences
Little reflection on „real preferences“ (often unknown, Harsanyi), on actions that do not harm

oneself, others or nature

• Econonomics is a „value-free“, descriptive science
Little reflection on how personal values drive professional choices

• „Recipes“ for life in our families and communities: what are the stories we
are telling ourselves?
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“WE ARE ALL 
STORYTELLERS OF THE 
WORLD, AND THROUGH 

OUR STORIES WE 
CREATE OUR WORLD.”

"We are often hardly aware of 
the origins of these stories, or of 
our potential to transform them.„

(Sustainable Hedonism, 2021)



„OUR DAILY PLEASURES”
HEDONISM IN THE 21ST CENTURY



„RADICAL HEDONISM”

• the ultimate aim of life is the maximum pleasure and fulfilment of any
desire a person may feel (Erich Fromm)

• simplified 21st century version of hedonism
• consumer society inflates desires and encourages their unrestricted satisfaction by consumption

• unrestrained egoist pleasure-seeking
• The radical hedonist does not assess how their actions affect others. They tend to view another

person as an object that is useful depending on whether they are helping their enjoyment.

• implicitly holds that momentary desire equals real need
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GREED IS „CURSED”: OUR CULTURE
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HOW CAN WE…?
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Enjoy life be 
responsible?

conflict between 
„id” and „super-ego”



“WHY WOULD ANYONE
OPT FOR MINIMALISM

IN THE WORLD OF 
MAXIMIZERS?”

"Ecologically responsible
behaviour is often perceived as

a loss of happiness and life 
quality, evoking resistance or

even anger.”
(Sustainable Hedonism, 2021)



PHILOSOPHY OF A GOOD LIFE
FLOURISHING LIFE



MYRIAD FACES OF HAPPINESS
Where? Body Emotions Thoughts

What? Pleasure - physical, 
sensory pleasures: (taste, 
olfactory, touch, hearing, 
sight), sense of relaxation
and ease

Displeasure, tension, pain

‘Positive’ emotions: e.g. 
joy, elation, contentment, 
pride, affection, ecstasy, 
thrill

‘Negative’ emotions: e.g. 
guilt and shame, 
sadness, anxiety, anger, 
stress, depression, envy

A reflective assessment on
a person’s life: 
life satisfaction or
overall happiness

Sense of meaning
or purpose

How to
measure? 

Experimental psychology: 
laboratory tests

Psychology: ‘affect’ 
measures, e.g. ‘affect
balance score’

Happiness economics: 
‘hedonic measures’, 
measures of ‘experienced
utility’

Typically
(positive) 
psychology: 
‘meaning of life’
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Surprisingly little 
attention

(e.g. Biswas-Diener et al 
(2015): Pleasure: an 
initial exploration)



MYRIAD FACES OF HAPPINESS
Where? Body Emotions Thoughts

What? Pleasure - physical, 
sensory pleasures: (taste, 
olfactory, touch, hearing, 
sight), sense of relaxation
and ease

Displeasure, tension, pain

‘Pleasant’ emotions: e.g. 
joy, elation, contentment, 
pride, affection, ecstasy, 
thrill

‘Unpleasant’ emotions: 
e.g. guilt and shame, 
sadness, anxiety, anger, 
stress, depression, envy

A reflective assessment on
a person’s life: 
life satisfaction or
overall happiness

Sense of meaning
or purpose

How to 
measure? 

Experimental psychology: 
laboratory tests 

Psychology: ‘affect’ 
measures, e.g. ‘affect
balance score’

Happiness economics: 
‘hedonic measures’, 
measures of ‘experienced 
utility’

Typically
(positive) 
psychology: 
‘meaning of life’
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Beyond quantitative measures

• ’Humanistically informed positive psychology’: 
intimate, in-depth portraitures

• Philosophy 
• Religion
• Arts



HAPPINESS AS „FLOURISHING LIFE”

• „Activity of the soul”
• Conscious choice and action
• Persistent practice of virtues (excellence)
• In community and „friendship“

• One actively contributes to the happiness of 
others

• Happiness is not simply what 
we feel, but rather a result of
what we do, how we live

• Extended literature in modern 
psychology

Nicomachean Ethics - Aristotle
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EUDAIMONIA - FLOURISHING LIFE

• Eudaimonia: ‘eu’ good + ‘daimōn’ a spirit (the ‘movers’ in the 
celestial spheres who moved the planets)
• perfect order in the celestial spheres - cosmos
• humans’ purpose: to achieve this perfection within themselves

• Eudaimonia: become a good spirit, living in harmony with 
other beings of the cosmos 

• Translations: happiness / flourishing life
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FLOURISHING SCALE
(ED DIENER AND ROBERT BISWAS-DIENER, 2009)

• Questions:
o I lead a purposeful and meaningful life
o My social relationships are supportive and rewarding
o I am engaged and interested in my daily activities
o I actively contribute to the happiness and well-being of others
o I am competent and capable in the activities that are important to me
o I am a good person and live a good life
o I am optimistic about my future
o People respect me
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Answers on a scale from 1 to 7:
7 - Strongly agree
6 – Agree
5 - Slightly agree
4 - Neither agree nor disagree
3 – Slightly disagree
2 - Disagree
1 - Strongly disagree

The possible range of scores is from 8 (lowest possible) to 56 (highest PWB possible). 
A high score represents a person with many psychological resources and strengths.



SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY AND FLOURISHING LIFE
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A leading theory of human motivation (Richard Ryan, Edward Deci and others)



FLOURISHING LIFE: KEY TO SOLVING OUR PROBLEMS?

• Impacts of flourishing life:
• increase mental well-being, physical health
• can make us more responsible, collaborative and ecologically 

aware
• can inspire voluntary simplicity, environmental and pro-social action

•a philosophy of a good life that is not harmful to oneself 
or to others
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?
HOW TO CULTIVATE A

FLOURISHING LIFE?



HOW TO CULTIVATE A FLOURISHING LIFE?

Experiential 
learning

Cultivate 
virtues

Become 
better 

hedonist
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BECOME BETTER HEDONIST
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BECOME BETTER HEDONIST: 
A SIMPLE LIFE THAT RESULTS IN TRANQUILITY (EPICURE)

• the happiest life is where one is free from fear and need

• domination of ‘vain and empty desires’ 
• he discouraged people from visiting the fairs because these entice

• we must avoid developing wasteful, luxurious demands that can be difficult to satisfy later

• Is not such a life extremely boring, his critics have suggested. It would certainly be boring for most people, Epicurus nodded in 
agreement, but it would only be because they were ‘spoiled’, he added. Ingratitude is the cause of the proliferation of desires. If one
has cleansed and diminished his desires, they will enjoy their fulfillment, and a simple life will be a bliss for them.

• not achievable alone, and a community is much needed
• he created „the Garden”
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BECOME BETTER HEDONIST: SELF-MASTERY (ARISTOTLE)
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• Pleasure is also a matter of habit – it can be practised

• Self-mastery (not self-denial!) – a middle way between 
asceticism and indulgence (Aristotle)

• Differentiate between ‘necessary’ and ‘optional’ things

• More awareness of psychological needs (SDT), and of the
body

• Ultimately: inner freedom



’NECESSARY’ AND ’OPTIONAL’ THINGS ACCORDING TO ARISTOTLE
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BECOME BETTER HEDONIST: SELF-MASTERY
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• Pleasure is also a matter of habit – it can be practised

• Self-mastery (not self-denial!) – a middle way between 
asceticism and indulgence (Aristotle)

• Differentiate between ‘necessary’ and ‘optional’ things

• More awareness of psychological needs (SDT), and of the
body

• Ultimately: inner freedom



BECOME BETTER HEDONIST: BASIC NEEDS ARE FINITE

• there are a finite number of basic human needs that are universal
and satiable (Manfred A. Max-Neef, Len Doyal and Ian Gough)
• Max-Neef: affection, participation, idleness, creation, identity and freedom
o all of our basic needs need to be met, otherwise it generates a pathology for the

individual or for the collective
• Doyal and Gough: physical health, personal autonomy
o A demand to satisfy these needs of “as many people as possible to the highest 

sustainable level”

• If basic needs are finite, sustainable development is possible: we can
provide a good life for all without damaging natural ecosystems
 ’Needs’ differ from ’wants’: focus on ’needs’, rather than being

enslaved to ’wants’
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LESS CONSUMPTION MORE JOY (?)

• Correlation: 
• Emission-intensive activities did not correlate with SWB (Sweden, Australia)
• Positive correlation between personal well-being and pro-environmental behaviours 

(recycling, green purchasing and/or reducing consumption) 
• among North-American adults, British households, German adults, Swedish adults, Spanish adults, 

Mexican undergraduates and adults and Chinese adults from 14 cities. 
• People engaging in solidarity economy (sharing of books, tools, bikes, cars, rides and 

lodging) were found to have a higher life satisfaction

• Causal relationship:
• the shift to more environmentally-friendly consumption can increase well-being

(Germany).
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CULTIVATE VIRTUES
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VIRTUES (ARISTOTLE)

• Two main forms of virtues: 

1) intellectual virtues: based on science and ‘practical wisdom’
• Those who possess practical wisdom are able to see what is good for themselves and for mankind in general. 

• can be acquired through teaching

2) moral virtues: courage, temperance, liberality (generosity), munificence, 
pride, good temper, wittiness, friendliness and truthfulness

• These virtues are the result of habits, and based on ‘perfected self-mastery’. 

 the cultivation of virtues leads ultimately to more happiness
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Cultivating… Features in the 
contemporary world

Fruits - possible outcomes

…intellectual 
virtue, including 
‘practical 
wisdom’

Ability for critical thinking and for 
an integral vision of our world

Wisdom on what is good for
oneself and for mankind

Self-care

Conscious  consumption

Activism

… the moral 
virtue of courage

Ability to act in the midst of threat 
or fear. 

Active engagement for social and 
environmental justice.

… the moral 
virtue of good 
temper

Angry at the right things and with
the right people, but not
revengeful.  

Ability to regulate negative
emotions, to avoid automatic
reactions.

Ability to cooperate and handle
conflicts

Avoidance of hateful speech or action

Can motivate political engagement or
community action
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EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: 
LABORATORY FOR A 
FLOURISHING LIFE
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BEYOND INTELLECTUAL UNDERSTANDING
• Cartesian tradition, 17th century, René Descartes: the only reliable source of information is 

the mind - “cogito ergo sum”
• Challenged by 20th century phenomenologist philosophy (Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty) – call 

for the “rediscovery of the world”

• Sigmund Freud: scientific study of the unconscious for the healing of mental illness

• Carl Gustav Jung: collective unconscious (archetypes), various forms of art therapy

• David A. Kolb: experiential learning (1984) – active experimentation is part of the 
learning cycle

• Play and catharsis: 
• psychodrama and sociodrama (Jacob Levy Moreno), drama therapy, playback theatre (Jonathan Fox), 

Theatre of the Oppressed (Augusto Boyal), Social Presencing Theatre (Otto Scharmer)

• we can change ourselves, and we can change the whole culture
41



SABOTEUR ROLES 
HINDERING FLOURISHING LIFE

Explorer
Rebel
Sage
Artist
Hero
Friend
Mother
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PROGRESSIVE ROLES 
SUPPORTING FLOURISHING LIFE



ROLE OF PUBLIC POLICIES: SENSE OF SAFETY

• Research shows that people tend to respond to external insecurity or (perceived) threats by 
seeking financial security („materialism”), even it implies giving up their inner goals. 

• For supporting pro-social and pro-environmental behaviour, a well-functioning welfare system 
is needed:

• a safety net: meeting basic needs, and financial security at the time of unexpected, challenging life events, 

• a chance for everyone to thrive: supporting human capabilities (Sen), the ability to choose a „good life”

• caring early family environment  vital for an inner sense of safety

• support of mothers and parents - even before the birth of the child

• a school system that ensures the emotional safety and well-being 

• mental health treatment, supportive counselling, social work, supportive communities
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CONCLUSION

• Flourishing life - a normative approach for a life that does not harm oneself, others or the Earth

• Community, solidarity

• Persistent practice of virtues

• Happiness is not simply a momentary feeling, but based on action

• Reinventing pleasure-seeking: conscious hedonism
• Based on self-mastery, and a critical self-assessment of desires

• Can help us to move toward the „safe consumption space”

• A normative approach to personal and collective thriving

Can be supported by adequate public policies
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THANK YOU FOR 
YOUR ATTENTION!
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THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE RICH: AS POLLUTERS AND AS ROLE
MODELS
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