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Introduction

This paper presents the bare bones of a theory of well-being and draws out its implications for public policy.


At the heart of the argument of the paper are the following three propositions, for which it will offer some evidence and from which it will develop a larger account.


First, well-being is a much more demanding and more important idea and, indeed, ideal than, for example, health or employability or material security or happiness or utility. It is about what people will recognise, under particular institutions, as shared life well lived and worth living together. Taking this recognition seriously has huge implications for the way in which we think about public policy and about politics.


Second, all the good things in life do not go together to add up to some unitary phenomenon called “well-being”, which  can be “optimised” by some technical exercise of policy design. Those – and I know that they are many both in politics and in  the academic policy sciences – who will brook no other way of thinking about either public policy or about well-being will, I am afraid, be disappointed by this paper. On the contrary, there are tragic conflicts between practices of well-being that can be neither obviated or ignored.


Third, well-being is achieved as much by the ways in which people, under different institutions, make sense of their lives and their social world, as it is by the accumulation of institutions for security of income, wealth, health, environment, or against crime or any other risk. These material consolations are indeed important, but at best they conduce to any of the kinds of social arrangements that might enhance our shared lives: by no means are they sufficient. But people do not, cannot and indeed should not make sense of their lives in the same way. Well-being then, is, best understood as a social process of conciliation to institutionalise, however provisionally, settlements between what I shall argue is a limited plurality of basic ways in which we organise social life. We can, the paper will argue, say something substantive and of direct policy relevance about what those settlements might look like. But they remain just that – settlements, always provisional, always vulnerable – between rival commitments that will show up in any society.


Describing what follows as offering a theory of well-being and drawing out its implications for public policy may raise expectations that the paper does not seek to fulfil, but indeed seeks to challenge as unreasonable and even dangerous. The reader will not be given a whirlwind tour of what is known about what conduces to human thriving in the fields of employment, health, law and order, environment, and so forth, then provided with a psychological account of the conditions of individual happiness, to be followed by some huge list of recommendations. The paper is not a cookbook and it provides no recipes. There are plenty of documents of that kind published by think tanks, international organisations and even firms of consultants. Indeed, that is the precisely the approach to the question that I argue against, implicitly for much of the paper and explicitly in the conclusion. This paper presents a different conception altogether of the job of the social scientist or indeed the intellectual generally in relation to public policy for well-being.


The implications of this for public policy are, the paper argues, profound and practical, but certainly not in the sense of issuing a list of specific recommendations that will, in any country, in any field of policy, or in any set of political circumstances, conduce to some general state of well-being. Rather, the theory offers policy makers much richer ways of understanding the dynamics of the problems that produce ill-being of various kinds, of the interactions between those problems that create the tragic conflicts between rival ways of organising well-being, and of the ways in which the tools of public policy have their effects when they are deployed, than do many conventional theories. It leads to a way of thinking about policy as at once deeply political rather than technocratic and at the same time as calling for the cultivation of a set of craft skills in working with policy rather than a set of technical operations of analysis, plan writing and execution. This also tells us something important about the ways we need to cultivate certain sensibilities of political judgment, in the pursuit of settlements between what people count as well-being.


The paper is organised in four parts, with a concluding coda. 


The first part begins with some definitions of well-being and related terms before seeking to show that well-being turns crucially on sense-making: it concludes with a definition of sense-making upon which the argument of the remainder of the paper will build. 


In the second part, the basic elements of the neo-Durkheimian institutional theory are set out. The argument rests on showing that we can classify the basic ways in which social organisation produces capabilities for and styles of sense-making that in turn make for rival practices of well-being. This enables a much more developed application of Amartya Sen’s insight that well-being is fundamentally about human capabilities than his own economic framework affords. This part of the argument also shows that the obverse of each form of well-being is, ineluctably, distinct forms of ill-being at two levels – namely, at the level of the inherent organisational weaknesses of each basic form of social organisation, and at the level of the extreme, self-radicalising, self-disorganising variant of each of these forms.


The elements of the positive account of what we actually do and what might do, in the face of these ineradicable and tragic conflicts is the work of the third part of the paper. In essence, the argument is that there are better and worse ways of relating the basic forms of social organisation to each other. Four initially promising ways of conceiving settlements between them are presented, each of which has limitations and strengths and not all of which may be available in any given situation, but which can serve to give structure to the political imagination and the cultivation of political judgment by which policy making might, at its best, attend to well-being.


The fourth part summarises the approach to public policy implied in the use of this theoretical apparatus, and then gives two examples of policy problems that are very much to the forefront of the minds of governments in many countries, for which the theory affords a significantly enriched understanding of the nature of the challenge for well-being and of the meaning and efficacy of the tools available to governments with which to tackle them.


The conclusion draws together both the negative and the positive argument. It shows just what is wrong with the technocratic aspiration of developing the ideal list of measures, the combination of which will represent the optimal mix of policies that is the contribution of government to well-being, and summarises the alternative conception.

Well-being and sense-making

In this part, the conception of well-being with which the paper is fundamentally concerned, is defined and contrasted with the meanings of related terms, and the groundwork is laid for the subsequent argument by showing that well-being, in the sense understood here, turns upon the ways in which people, in different institutional settings, make (shared) sense of their lives.

Defining key terms

First of all, we need to distinguish and relate several different concepts used in the literature on human lives going well, sometimes rather loosely. The terms most often used and which require distinguishing include at least the following:

· well-being (e.g. Griffin, 1986);

· eudaimonia (Aristotle, 1925; Ackrill, 1980);

· thriving;

· utility;

· welfare;

· happiness (e.g. Argyle, 2001);

· enjoyment;

· contentment;

· satisfaction;

· quality of life (Baldwin et al, 1990; Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Offer, 1996);

· standard of living (Hawthorn, 1987); and

· outcomes.


Some of these terms, such as “well-being”, “thriving” and “happiness” describe general assessments of the condition of a life. Others, such as “enjoyment” and “satisfaction” are specific: one enjoys a particular experience or even a service, and one finds some quite specific experience satisfying or satisfactory – these terms are, as it were, transitive. Moreover, some – contentment, for example – refer to transitory or even momentary states, whereas others reflect assessments that can only meaningfully be made upon a life as a whole.


We need a general term for the terrain covered by all these together. I shall use the term “prospering”. In order to set out how these ideas might be distinguished and related to each other, we may begin with some relatively gross categories to group them by. I distinguish, as is common enough, between two dimensions of “prospering”, namely, 

1. the material: this dimension includes resources such as income, wealth, shelter, sustenance, some physical security against violence, fire, earthquake and flood; and 

2. the psycho-social, by which I mean to cover the following kinds of psychological variables, appreciations and institutional variables:

psychological variables
· individual episodic mental states, such as contentment, composure;

· enduring individual mental conditions, such as mental health, general psychic integration;

appreciations
· individual considered appraisals of the self: a person’s reflective own evaluations of their achievements, character, attainments, and value of their life to them in the light of their values, goals, and relationship to the institutions to which they cleave or feel greatest accountability;

· social appraisals of the self: the reflective evaluations of a person’s achievements, etc by other people known to and significant in the person’s life, in the light of their values and the institutions according to which they would call the person to account;

· appraisals of environment: the reflective appraisal of the available goods, services, other people, circumstances and institutions that may not affect the person’s material or psychological elements of well-being directly, but may indirectly colour their own expectations, hopes and fears, sense of self-efficacy, values and priorities, commitments, etc.

institutional variables
· institutional valuations: the measure of the person’s attainment or character or value of their life made formally or informally within the prevailing social institutions, such as (in order of decreasing informality) community reputation systems, class or caste ranking systems, meritocratic labour market institutions, educational or medical triage, governmental entitlement programmes, and so forth.


I take it that, even for the same person, these variables considered separately may well tend to support rather different assessments of that person’s overall well-being. There no wholly satisfactory single way of summing together all of the elements along the material dimension, let alone along the psych-social dimension (where some elements are short term and others long term. Conventional economics would offer a number of ways of doing so that involve finding monetary equivalents, perhaps using contingent valuation (“How much of this [priced good] would you give up in return for more of this element of well-being?”); however, there are a well-known methodological criticisms of the limitations of this kind of approach (Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992a,b; Kahneman et al, 1993, 1999), and in any case, as we shall see below, it makes whatever sense it ever does only under very particular sets of institutions, which do not obtain universally within any society let alone across societies generally. Insofar as we do come to settled judgments about how in aggregate all these elements contribute to the sum of prospering in an individual life, we do so on the basis of weightings that we derive from our prevailing institutions. For example, under secular institutions that prize success in the labour market, material factors might be weighted more heavily than some psycho-social ones. In more hierarchical settings, the appreciations of certain more or less formal institutions might carry greater weight. In still other institutional settings, the immediate mental state and experience, or the judgment of very particular immediate peers in the immediate peer group might be given the greatest importance; and so on. In short, if we want to know how well, on balance, a person lived, given the chronicle of their life as a whole, we must first establish the institutional context in which the question is expected to be answered.


Some writers distinguish between subjective and objective conceptions of prospering, the former stressing self-reported or self-perceived aspects of felt satisfaction, and the latter stressing material achievements of income, wealth, health, environmental or political security (e.g. Lane, 1991, 440-1). These are important distinctions, of course, However, neither of these captures all of the things in which we are interested: often we are interested in how a person is seen by their fellow citizens, or a plethora of inter-subective matters. Again, writers on prospering distinguish between examining it over long or short durations, or on the basis of the complete life (Lane, 1991, 447-453, citing Tatarkiewicz, 1976, 6-11). Again, these distinctions matter. However, the reason they matter would remain entirely obscure if they are only accounted for in their own terms: the nature of the period that is appropriate is given, not by some metaphysical imperative for well-being but from the wider society – in short, from intersubjective processes.


Stipulatively, but also with an eye to common usage as I understand it, I shall use these terms with the following meanings:

Figure 1: Meanings of key concepts measuring aspects individual prospering, which are near in sense to “well-being”
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Although some writers do use the term “well-being” to refer to episodic and material matters, this seems to me not to raise the most interesting or important questions either for social science or for public policy. In this paper, I shall address some episodic and material matters – particular with regard to a person’s economic prosperity and their health – as being relevant to well-being, but mainly as causally contributory to the conditions in which well-being might, all other things being equal, be achieved.


For, as Aristotle (1925, 188: NE 1153b19-21) pointed out, no one could meaningfully be said to have achieved eudaimonia who ended up on the rack. It is surely right that without a basic minimum of material security over at least a significant part of life, psycho-social elements of prospering are also unlikely and perhaps impossible over any length of time. On the other hand, people can and do overcome miserable and poor childhoods and early lives to achieve happiness in middle age or even in their final years to the point that, in their own evaluation and in the view of those who know them best, their lives exhibit well-being as a whole. This suggests the following three plausible hypotheses about the relationships between these variables are the following:

1. Without a basic minimum of material prospering, psycho-social prospering is unlikely. (That “minimum” will be defined relative to wider social expectations, to past experience and institutional inheritance, etc.)

2. Under institutions in which material prospering depends in significant part on individual effort to secure it, a minimum level of episodic psycho-social prospering may be necessary to sustain the confidence required to pursue the material objectives that make material prospering possible. (That “minimum”, too, will be defined relative to wider social expectations, to past experience and institutional inheritance, etc.)

3. More recent periods, or later periods in the life course, can, all other things being equal (see below), make a larger positive or negative contribution to lifelong psycho-social prospering (assessed by oneself or by others), than past periods or earlier periods in the life course. All other things will not be equal for these purposes if the damage done to psycho-social prospering in earlier periods was severe and/or enduring, and thereby undermines either the overall weighting or the actual quality of later psycho-social prospering (reducing the capability for feeling the benefit of that prospering, or perhaps leaving lasting bitterness). All other things will also not be equal if the psycho-social prospering of the earlier period was much greater than the later lack, and so outweighs it in one’s own or other people’s assessment, or if it resulted in an endowment of capabilities to remain in, for example, a modicum of greater psycho-social prosperity than might otherwise be the case under the later material conditions.

Why the usual list of factors for well-being is inadequate

There is a well-known list of standard items to which people turn when asked, “what makes for well-being?”.


Some people argue, for example, that a person ought to be expected in the normal case to increase their well-being as their material prospering improves. However, there is now plenty of quantitative empirical cross-national research which finds that self-reported happiness over recent periods, to pick just one psycho-social variable, does not rise in proportion to increases in material welfare. Rather, beyond a certain threshold of material prospering, self-reported happiness seems to plateau, and additional income or wealth add little or nothing to self-reported happiness (cf. the summary of this research in Lane, 2000). Many studies find that much more is required for happiness, but most settle for rather ragbag lists of things that seem to make some difference – work for the unemployed (Argyle, 1998) friends and companions (Aristotle, 1925, Bks VIII, IX; Lane, 1991, 2000), autonomy, knowledge and understanding (Griffin, 1986, 67ff) and so forth.


However, this laundry list approach is not very helpful. On the one hand, these things are very vague: there are many social structures through which companionship can be organised, and not all seem to conduce to the same outcomes, and knowledge and understanding cover a huge range of options. On other hand, it is not unknown for people with many and close friends to commit suicide, if they are in certain settings, and autonomy is not always valued or even valuable, and indeed in some societies autonomy can make for actual unhappiness (think of the well-known fate of the autonomous people in highly hierarchical societies who defy conventions by seeking romantic rather than arranged marriages but who not uncommonly end up alone and unhappy because of the tensions between their aspirations and the institutional pressures on their relationships).


What we are looking for, then, is not another variable of this kind to add to the laundry list, but for things that will connect any set of elements of this nature together in ways that might sustain not one but several kinds of well-being according to the institutional context that a society or a particular form of social organisation within a society might afford.

Learning from the worst ill-being
A clue to what that we are looking for can be found if we consider the situations in which people are able make something, perhaps the best they can, of lives that any reasonable person must consider to be lived in unforgivably wretched or appalling conditions, and also those who have made some kind of partial recovery toward a fragile well-being after periods of utterly calamitous misery and mistreatment. A certain kind of person is able to use their skills in the arts to cope and do something creative, not simply in spite of or as diversion from the iniquitous evils that other people visit upon them, but actually with that experience. The following three cases are instructive: each is of an artist who turned the appalling conditions they lived under to good account in order to make an oeuvre through which they achieved a modicum of well-being for themselves and for others.


After the Fall of France, during his time as a prisoner of war held by the German army at Stalag Luft VIII, the great composer Olivier Messaien produced his “Quartet for the end of time”, which was first played in the camp itself by fellow prisoners. It is partly programmatic and partly pure music, but the use of the central inspiring text from the Book of revelations is used to give structure to material that clearly draws on the experience of disaster, humiliation and mistreatment.


Since Solomon Volkov’s editing of Dmitri Shostakovich’s recollections in Testimony has now been accepted by many people as a broadly faithful account (Volkov, 1979), we have learned to interpret the vast sweep of the composer’s oeuvre very differently. We now understand his music, neither as apolitical nor apologetic for nor yet as naive protest against the murderous persecutions, absurd bureaucratic monstrosities and crushing of civil life under Stalin. Rather, it is now seen as a complex and subtle, sometimes ironic set of narratives through which are played out the public and private lives of individuals and institutions in the Soviet Union, and in which we learn something about how people survived and maintained whatever dignity and integrity they could under those conditions. 


The fate of the scientist and writer, Primo Levi, was bleaker, and provides an important counterpoint to these cases. His experiences in the death camps left him, like so many others, shattered and with, he felt at first on release, few psychological resources with which to knit together again a kind of life. Yet he went on to write a series of books including memoir, essays, fiction and historical work, through which he was able to draw on his scientific training to provide him with metaphors and principles of order to find a few fragile structures along which to string some provisional meaning in a world that seemed to have become bereft of it. His suicide, long decades after the liberation, reminds us just how fragile, for him personally, was the skein of meaning he was able to create, despite the resonance that it has had for others.

Most people who somehow coped during and survived through the slaughter and the brutish authoritarian regimes of the last century were not composers, artists or writers. However, not only did many of those who were present at the premiere of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony read it correctly and find within it something that spoke powerfully to them not only about what they were living through but about what could, despite the brutal conditions and the corruptions of the institutions, be hoped for. More than this, the basic means by which writers and composers survive and hold together the ragged remains of well-being under intolerable circumstances are surely not different in nature from those by which ordinary people do this.

Sense-making is the key
In short, what people do in these circumstances is exactly what they do in happier circumstances – they attempt to make sense of themselves and their situation in the context of what is going on.


One reason, almost certainly, why work turns out to be more important than income in explaining trends in self-reported happiness, is that work provides people with richer means of making sense of their lives. It affords a narrative of aspirations, perhaps a career, a provisionally stable structure of relationships with other people, an identity, a role, and a relationship with institutions of status (Lane, 1991, 250-258). Perhaps even more important, and what really underpins all of these specific benefits, it gives people a place in the sense-making of others, which reinforces their own sense of the worthwhileness and quality of their lives.


For one reason why moral and political philosophers rightly argue that cruelty and cruel injustice are the worst things that we do to each other (Shklar, 1984, 1990) is that one of the important consequences of cruelty is that it renders the world and our experience unintelligible, or at least, less intelligible. This is for several reasons. Cruelty, oppression and domination undermine the self-efficacy of the suffering individual very directly, and when our capacity to act in ways that relate action and consequence in straightforward ways is impaired, the capacity to understand the social world is lost or at least undermined. Secondly, these abominations introduce uncertainty, arbitrariness and unfettered discretion for the powerful into a situation in which people typically crave, and often have come to expect, some rule-bound and institutionalised relationships. Thirdly, as Hannah Arendt stressed in her famous analysis of what was to be learned from the trial of Adolf Eichmann (Arendt, 1963), radical evil is banal, in the strict sense that it perpetuates the forms of professional duty and bureaucratic role while utterly emptying them of normative meaning. Evil is not, contrary to common supposition, the less radical for being banal: rather, the banality of individual thoughtlessness and emptiness of normative significance is the index of its institutional fundamentality (Bernstein, 1996). That is, to say, really radical evil empties the social world of meaning, both for the victims and for the perpetrator.


These three elements of the senselessness induced by cruelty might be distinguished as the production of three opacities of inefficacy, arbitrariness and banality. In many conditions of inefficacy, arbitrariness of banality, it is not true that literally no sense can be made of one’s life and situation, although where these conditions are extreme, as for those herded into the cattle trucks on the way to the death camps in the 1940s in the German Reich or awaiting the butchers in Rwanda or Srebrenica in the 1990s, it surely was true. The work of Messaien, Shostakovich and Levi remind us that sense of a sort can be made, but it requires extraordinary efforts, personal resilience and the range of kinds of sense that can be made are horribly restricted. The repertoire of available narratives, analogies and metaphors with which to make sense in such conditions is necessarily limited.


Goya’s series of etchings, Los desastres de la guerra, is emblematic of this condition. His depictions of brutality and misery are so searing that one must sometimes force oneself to look at them. But, apart from the horrors depicted, it is revealing to attend to Goya’s laconic and bitterly sarcastic titles. For in such captions as “Nobody knows why” or in icily titling a representation of the casual and apparently routine flinging of naked cadavers into a pit by those who have presumably stripped them of their last possessions with the words “Charity”, Goya reminds us of the dislocations between ordinary concepts and practices that have suddenly become ordinary (Hofer, 1967). He would surely have recognised Thomas Mann’s post-war anxiety and fury at the ways in which the experience of the Third Reich had corrupted the meanings of everyday words in the German language to the point that only wholesale reformation in language and institutions could salvage the moral sensibilities and shared sense-making capacities of Germans and Austrians (Winston and Winston, 1970). Secondly, although there is certainly sense and meaning of a bitter, lost and confined sort in Goya’s series, there is also an unavoidable empty weariness about the repetition in these scenes of butchery and degradation. The range of narratives and significations available to Goya in these years is drastically and terrifyingly reduced.


A common trope for sense-making in such conditions is not, perhaps surprisingly, that of tragedy in its proper sense. Tragedy is built around situations in which agents freely plunge their lives and those of others into catastrophe through dogged pursuit of interest (Brecht’s Mutter Courage), hubris (Carpentier’s The kingdom of this world, most of the versions of Faust in Goethe, Marlowe and Mann) character flaw (Shakespeare’s Macbeth), fate (Sophocles’ Oedipus cycle) or the following of prevailing moral rules too rigidly (Aeschylus’ The Eumenides). The great artistic representations of the corrupting effects of tyrannical thuggery and unrelenting domination – Koestler’s Darkness at noon, Marquez’ No one writes to the colonel, Orwell’s 1984, Kadare’s The palace of dreams, for example – are not tragedies. In many ways, the dystopia is a darker cousin or an inversion of the genre of the picaresque, precisely because it points up the absurdity and gratuitousness of events under the institutional opacity of domination, just as the opacity of life in sixteenth and seventeenth century Spain produced the picaresque novella of gratuitous luck organised in a shapeless series of plotless events, or, later, Goya developed his dark recasting of the carnivalesque inversion of power as the emblematic representation of life’s lottery under conditions of domination (Stoichita and Coderch, 1999). As we shall see below, this style of sense-making is what we should expect as the way in which people can pursue well-being to the best of their ability in the straitened institutional conditions of domination, for the picaresque profoundly reflects, as sense-making, the social organisation of the dominated: the tragic, by contrast, reflects a range of sense and meaning that people in quite other forms of social organisation may make of their experience. However, the example does serve to show that the effort to secure well-being in particular social situations will yield tropes, mythical forms and genres of types that are explicable by reference to the social structure of the situation being made sense of. This insight will turn out to be central to understanding the social basis of well-being as much it is of ill-being.

Less severe ill-being
Let us now turn to some happier conditions to explore why sense-making is so central to well-being. There are many cases in which people live in material plenty and comparative personal freedom, yet are deeply unhappy. The popular press reports cases of lottery winners whose lives are deeply troubled, and turned upside down: they feel unable to continue in their jobs, feel they must leave their communities of residence where they feel under new scrutiny. There are more extreme cases of people whose material plenty seems actually to undermine their mental health: the tormented and bizarre millionaire, Howard Hughes, is perhaps the best known recent example. What seems to be going on for such people is that the material elements of prospering seem actually to be creating conditions, whether in themselves or in the responses of others, that dislocate them from the things that give coherence to the narrative of their lives, and they find it harder to make a fresh sense of their changed lives, to find new and coherent narratives that are not threatened by inefficacy, arbitrariness and banality.


Finally, it is important to consider the ways in which a life of happiness – that is, a life dominated by happy mental states and mental conditions – may very well not, after all, make for well-being in any very full sense, because it may not support very rich appreciations, in the sense in which the word is used here.


“Better Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied” is a common philosopher’s slogan, usually used in support of arguments about the merits of the life of the mind. But it may also serve to point to the importance of the observation that a prolonged period of simple contentment is not something that supports very rich sense-making, as Tolstoy famously noted is his remark than all happy families are alike, and the recognition that all drama involves conflicts (Esslin, 1976) and all ritual forms of sense-making involve conflicts to deal with (Turner, 1974, 1982). From prolonged but not particularly challenging or thought-provoking contentment, few narratives can be sustained, and perhaps more important for sense-making, not very much can be learned. The standard comparisons made about such a life being “bovine” may be harsh on farm animals, but they do make an important point. In his book, The importance of disappointment, the psycho-analytically trained sociologist Ian Craib (1994) argues (in the terms used here) that a life of genuine well-being that supports rich self-evaluations and rich appreciations from others, will have to contain some disappointments, frustrations, failures, mistakes, problems, setbacks, and perhaps even some experience of mistreatment. From such things one can learn – not that everyone does or, in extreme cases of cruelty as we have seen, not that everyone is even permitted to learn, but one might be able to learn – capabilities, recognitions, insights. If these depressing experiences are extreme, then, as we have seen, they will undermine the capacity for sense-making. However, where sense-making can be sustained at all, it requires some raw materials, and these must take the form of challenges, conflicts, changes, uncertainties, and experiences that may damage but which also enrich. That enrichment must surely arise on the basis of coming to terms, perhaps overcoming or solving or at least learning to cope with and survive problems and challenges, for only then can sense-making identify the reconciliations through which the opacities of inefficacy, arbitrariness and banality can be staved off. (Even Csikszentmihaly’s (1991) concept of flow experience as uniquely satisfying requires rising to challenges and solving problems, not just the satisfaction of absolute concentration.) This requires at the very least the absence of the corrosive institutions of (or perhaps better, the de-institutionalisation involved in) utter cruelty and systematic mistreatment and injustice. But unending happiness is not only neither necessary nor sufficient for well-being: it would provide too few resources to support the maturation, learning and sense-making that make for well-being.


There is a strain in recent postmodernist writing which argues that, quite generally and not just in specific contexts of the kind identified here, social experience has become opaque and that sense-making has become more difficult, that meanings are anchored much more arbitrarily than was supposedly once the case. The philosopher Zygmunt Bauman (1995, esp. chs 3, 4), for example, sets out just such a general argument. For him, the loss of anchored meaning is associated with generalised anxiety, a picaresque conception of the life course, nagging doubt about efficacy, a recognition of the arbitrariness of institutions and a pervasive sense of banality and triviality under suspicion – at least by intellectuals such as himself – of masking evil. Bauman presents no convincing reason why we should believe that the institutional conditions under which this might be expected, are now to be generally across all social and organisational contexts, or why there is anything particularly historically novel about those contexts in which these opacities genuinely can be found. However, the exactitude of the correspondence between Bauman’s diagnosis of social experience generally and what is predicted for particular contexts by the present argument suggests that Bauman may be generalising albeit without warrant but from something real if more specific than he allows.


Capacities for sense-making whether in conditions of victimisation or security are not, as I shall argue below, individual psychological traits or genetic endowments. rather, they are the achievements of institutions. Moreover, if the range of meanings that can be sustained by the institutional corruptions of slaughter and tyranny are reduced and specific, and if the range of meanings available to those in material security whose lives are disrupted by the experience of that material plenty are also quite specific if not so reduced, it should be clear that different institutions afford quite different kinds of sense-making. I shall argue below that we need to deepen and take further this recognition, and accept that this is true even within the range of conditions that can be regarded as falling within the sphere of well-being. Even there, not all the good things go together, because the institutions that might sustain well-being differ and are themselves in eternal conflict with each other.

Sense-making defined

So far, I have argued that well-being is in the long run achieved only where the necessary condition is met, that the individual can make sense of their lives. 

It is now necessary to offer some kind of characterisation of what is involved in sense-making. In offering the following, I draw on the work of anthropologist Mary Douglas, who examined sense-making in, for example, the course of consumption (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979; Douglas, 1992a), of the social psychologist of organisations Karl Weick (1995, 2001), as well as of the organisational analyst Mary Louis (1980).



Sense-making is undertaken where the following variables are rendered, by the prevailing institutional conditions or by one’s own efforts or those of significant others, sufficiently transparent and legible, that the individual is capable of recounting, if they were ever to be called upon to do so, with enough coherence that the account would be recognised by others and by themselves as intelligible, by the prevailing range of canons of intelligibility in their society:

· their own expected or actually attained life course (personal narrative); 

· the relationships between their own actions and likely outcomes (efficacy);

· their own relationships to significant others and others generally, (social bonds); and

· their accountabilities to key institutions (place in social system).


Those capabilities for producing accounts must be sufficiently developed and flexible to be capable of responding by adapting accounts creatively, while maintaining enough continuity to ensure coherence over time, to cope retrospectively with surprises (Louis, 1980).


The key hypothesis at this stage, then, is that sense-making – and therefore also the presence of any institutional conditions or forms of social organisation under which sense-making is possible at all – is a necessary condition for well-being or eudaimonia. The expected direction of causation would, then, be as follows:

Figure 2: Direction of causation in necessary conditions for well-being








Institutional structures for different types of sense-making

In this part of the paper, the basic elements of the theory are presented, on which the argument of the paper will build. First, the basic taxonomy is set out, and then the underlying dynamics of the theory are unfolded stage by stage. Then, the theory is used to define the basic and conflicting forms of both well-being and ill-being.


As has already been suggested, quite different kinds of sense can be made of lives in different institutional situations, and therefore quite different practices and styles of the pursuit of well-being – perhaps of well-being itself – are possible. Most societies are sufficiently complex to afford a variety of social institutional forms, and will therefore face tensions between these different practices, if – as is likely – they cannot readily be contained within particular exclusive communities or other insulated niches of the social structure.


Unfortunately, most writing about well-being, whether philosophical or psychological, seems to assume that the opposite must be the case. For example, Griffin’s (1986) widely admired philosophical examination pursues a single overarching definition of well-being which is assumed to be universally applicable, and he settles (e. 67) for a list of supposedly generally good things, including autonomy, understanding, deep personal relations, and so on. However, this will not work. For example, empirical history, anthropology and sociology have convincingly identified many institutional contexts in which autonomy is not necessary for well-being and may indeed undermine it – many basically hierarchical systems have enduring for centuries and supported high levels of well-being for many people, and  they sustain lives for those at the bottom of the status system which are not necessarily greatly worse than those endured in more individualistic systems. Compare, for example, what we know of life for agricultural labourers in Pharaonic Egypt or in high Caliphal Islam with the fate of those living in the worst public housing projects in the ruggedly individualist cities USA today. Again, compare life for the lowest status or caste groups in classical Bali – e.g. Geertz, 1980 – or India – Dumont, 1980 [1966] - with the position of those in social exclusion in Europe today. Even if in some sense, some kind of autonomy is generally beneficial, what about intimacy? In fact, there is also a huge criminological literature on the dangers of the wrong kinds of deep personal relations, and studies of suicide have found distinct forms in which those who are by no means isolates also kill themselves.


The only way to salvage monistic accounts of well-being of this kind is to attenuate the meanings of these terms to the point that they are compatible with any form of social organisation, at the price of emptiness. What is required is a strategy that recognises the possibility of more profound incompatibilities between the forms of social life that make possible different kinds of sense-making which in turn afford the opportunities for quite different and also rival kinds of well-being.


This part presents a short summary of a theory of the variety of institutional forms of social organisation, and then goes on to develop hypotheses about the elements of the pursuit of well-being, particular capabilities for well-being (building upon Sen’s 1993 insight that well-being should be understood in terms of capabilities).

The neo-Durkheimian institutional theory of the varieties of social organisation

The idea that there is an indefinite variety in the forms of social organisation seems to spring readily from casual acquaintance with anthropological studies on a huge number of societies each apparently different from every other, and from the kinds of cross-nationally comparative study that present each country o each state within a country as quite distinct from every other. However, even these kinds of studies are forced to make their comparisons by reference to a modestly limited number of concepts, and the same concepts recur throughout social science. Moreover, the same concepts are found when comparing the social structure (and “culture” – a term probably now too capacious to be much use) of formal organisations and informal micro-social worlds as those which organise comparisons between whole societies.


Everywhere, at every level, we find, for example, loosely bonded markets with their associated individualism, and hierarchies with their authority and status-based systems of collectivity (Williamson, 1985; Pitelis, 1991. We also find things variously described as clans (Ouchi, 1980), “networks” (Powell, 1990), clubs (Cornes and Sandler, 1986) enclaves and the like, which are organised with an egalitarianism unlike hierarchy and yet with boundaries of membership unlike markets, with weak and fragile structures of leadership and authority yet also without freewheeling truck and barter to hold them together. Then there are found everywhere conditions that some regard as utterly lacking in organisation, as little better than the Hobbesian war of each against all, but which are recognised by others as exhibiting some kind of social structure. These forms are ill-bounded and weakly bonded like markets, but are much more confined and constrained by established systems of domination, which leave people coping and with few reasons to collaborate. “Amoral familism” was one eminent social anthropologist’s term (Banfield with Banfield, 1958). Some other forms are sometimes identified, but they can nearly always be resolved into one of these or hybrids, combinations or uneasy settlements between these four basic forms (cf. Fiske, 1991). Indeed, it will be argued below that any society will contain all four, and that any viable society will have not only to contain all four but must exhibit certain quite specific relationships between the four.


One remarkable fact about the constant recurrence of these forms is that they are found at macro-meso and micro- levels of social organisation. If there is a genuine problem at all of providing “micro-foundations” for large scale social organisation, it is not to be found in the basic forms of that organisation.


Why these forms and not others, and what are the likely consequences for well-being? In my view, the most powerfully explanatory theory available derives from the work of Émile Durkheim, as developed by anthropologist Mary Douglas and her school. In Suicide, Durkheim (1951 [1897]) argued that the two central dimensions along which forms of social organisation vary are those of social regulation – the extent to which social life is governed by role, role and given social fact or alternatively by the outcome of voluntarily entered relations – and social integration – the extent to which individual persons are held accountable to larger collectivities. Later, he came to call these dimensions “discipline” and “attachment” (Durkheim, 1961 [1925]). Unfortunately, he treated these dimensions as independent. Cross-tabulating them, however, yields a jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive classification of the basic forms of social organisation. This was done by Douglas (1970), and this form of analysis has subsequently been developed, by providing a larger body of underpinning theory, which predicts not only of the variety of forms but also the dynamics of their interaction (Douglas, 1982a,b, 1986, 1992; Thompson et al, 1990, 1999; Thompson, 1996; Schwarz and Thompson, 1990; Gross and Rayner, 1985; Fardon, 1999; Rayner, 1988; Mars, 1982; Wildavsky, 1998a; Schmutzer and Bandler 1980; Coyle and Ellis, 1993; Ellis and Thompson, 1997.


The cross-tabulation defines the four basic types (Douglas, 1982a). Strong social regulation together with strong social integration provide the defining features of hierarchical systems, properly understood. The regulatory system provides the system of formal authorisation, system of ranking, defines the flows of information. Hierarchy, properly understood, is not the same as domination: it is not true that any system of asymmetric social relations is tyrannical, and it is misleading to use the term “hierarchy” in that way. Unlike systems of domination, in a hierarchical order, each rank or status has its place, and is due the appropriate, but asymmetric respect for its role which subserves the functioning of the entire system (Dumont 1980 [1966]). The structure of social ties is dense at the top of the system, less so as one moves down the order. While levels of well-being exhibit the gradient of access to organisational power, the system can, in its normal functioning and before deformations set in, provide a measure of protection for all those with roles within the structure. In hierarchical systems, sense-making is done authoritatively and is highly institutionalised through the more or less formal authorisation of narratives and myths.


Weak social regulation and weak social integration are the defining characteristics of individualism. Individuals can act with relative freedom, and in such settings, those who can exploit their own skill or brute luck, or who can exploit gaps in the social structure to act as brokers will achieve greater stats, on the basis not of role but of achievement and actual control of resources. In such settings, there are sparse social ties thus exhibiting structural holes (Burt, 1992), which such brokers and exploit. In these settings, the individual broker has the opportunity to become the leading sense-maker for those around her or him.


Strong social integration and weak social regulation is the enclave, the club, the clan (in Ouchi’s 1980 sense rather than the anthropological or historical sense) or the sect. Here, the voluntarily entered collective is held together only as long as shared commitment to some principle or the fragile, typically ephemeral and weak leadership of individuals who have to rely upon but their personal qualities of greatest exemplary commitment since they have limited access to authorised role or status, can sustain the complex systems of rules (Rayner, 1988) required to stave off schism. The boundaries of the voluntarily entered and sustained collectivity have to be defined fairly rigidly around membership of some kind, or else the enclave will quickly disintegrate. Well-being here can be sustained on a more or less egalitarian basis, but the enclave has difficulty in sustaining wealth creation because it cannot draw upon the autonomy of the individualist to create wealth, therefore small distributional tensions loom large, creating stresses that can exacerbate any problems of material well-being that may arise from the asceticism of the basic organisational form. Sense-making in such contexts is, as we should expect, a collective process, and has to cleave closely to the claims of principle around which the enclave is organised.


Strong social regulation and weak social integration is precisely the condition of the isolate. The isolate, being weakly bonded to others, lacks capabilities for collective action that all the other forms, even individualistically brokered systems, possess. Therefore, isolates are peculiarly at the mercy of systems of domination, and, correlatively, one of the consequences of domination is that tends to isolate subalterns from each other, as countless studies on and novels about life under totalitarian systems have shown. It is for these reasons, too, that sense-making in such conditions is peculiarly strained and attenuated: communication is difficult and constrained, and the opacity of social relations, the arbitrariness of the power system as seen from the point of view of the isolate make it difficult to sustain rich narrative, and the problems of inefficacy, arbitrariness and banality are greatest in this setting.


Figure 3 briefly summarises the central defining characteristics of the four basic forms of social organisation, by focusing on just two aspects, both of which flow logically from the definition of the two dimensions of social regulation and social integration, namely the power structure of the location or the basis on which the control of authority is established and the network structure of ties between people.

Figure 3: The basic forms of social organisation

	Social regulation

(
	( Social integration

	Isolate

Basis of power: Domination

Network: Sparse social ties
	Hierarchy

Basis of power: Status, authorisation

Network: Dense social ties at top; mainly vertical ties at the bottom

	Individualism

Basis of power: Personal control of resources

Network: Sparse social ties, spanned by brokers
	Enclave

Basis of power: Personal commitment and constant collective reaffirmation (e.g. through rituals to produce collective effervescence: Durkheim 1995 [1912])

Network: Dense social ties



In Durkheim’s (1984 [1893]) terms, each of these four basic types is a mechanical solidarity. By “mechanical solidarities”, Durkheim meant those that sustained themselves by using their institutions to classify people according to institutionally selected features, so as to select who is deemed to be similar to whom on those important features, and to build patterns of social relationships and accountabilities on the basis of what is counted as similar. Mechanical solidarity is not just something that characterises collectivist forms, for Durkheim is clear that individualism is also a form of mechanical solidarity (cf. Durkheim, 1973 [1898]). This recognition will be important in later stages of the argument, for Durkheim’s concept of organic solidarity will turn out to be important for the implications of the argument for public policy.


There are of course many hybrid forms of these basic solidarities, and these will be considered below: two-way hybrids can be found that run along the vertical, horizontal and diagonal links. However, for the present, for the methodological sake of simplicity, the attention remains on the four basic building blocks.


The next stage in the argument is to show how this basic variety shapes the nature, variety, conflicts and limitation of well-being. The argument will follow the stages identified in the first part, by showing first how each of the mechanical solidarities enables and indeed institutionalises capabilities for certain kinds of sense-making, and then showing how these capabilities for sense-making are linked to very particular priorities between the different elements of human prospering. Then the argument will be made on the reverse case, by showing how each of the mechanical solidarities, in what Durkheim called their “pathological” forms, produce certain kinds of disorganisation, which in turn disrupt the capabilities for sense-making which in turn damage capabilities for achieving well-being.


Before doing so, however, it worth noting briefly that there are probably causal effects from social organisation upon well-being that flow directly, as well as those that flow through sense-making. For example, Wilkinson (1996) argues that there are health gains to be observed at the population level from more relative egalitarian social relations, and not only from absolute lack of material prosperity. He argues that a significant part of the causal pathway flows through the mechanism of increased stress. It is quite possible that the same mechanism may be at work for other solidarities than that of the enclave. It is also possible that one of the functions of sense-making in different solidarities is to influence both the locus and the level of stresses of different kinds.

Sense-making by the solidarities

The neo-Durkheimian institutional theory began as a theory in the sociology of knowledge (Douglas, 1970, 1982a, 1986; Fardon, 1999), the discipline dedicated to explaining the ways in which people make sense of their world by reference to the institutional forms of social organisation from which their ideas spring (Merton, 1996 [1945]; Mannheim, 1936; Zerubavel, 1997). It is therefore peculiarly well equipped by the work done within the tradition to explain the relationship between social organisation and the kinds of sense-making that sustain different patterns of well-being. A wide range of empirical studies have confirmed the central claims of the theory that styles of sense-making essentially follow and recapitulate in metaphorical and analogical forms, the nature of the social organisation. This insight was first developed by Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1902-3]) in their research on systems of classifications in tribally organised societies. However in the neo-Durkheimian tradition, attention has expanded into explaining such aspects of sense-making as styles of risk perception – or the ways in which different kinds of social organisation produce different kinds of social fear in order to protect the core commitments of their solidarity (Adams, 1995; Schwarz and Thompson, 1990; Thompson et al, 1990; 6, 2002a). Other studies have shown that perceptions of time also recapitulate the form social organisation (Rayner, 1982), that understandings and actual uses of physical space do likewise (Mars, 2001).


Sense-making can be analysed at several levels. The grossest level is the worldview by which people make sense of their situation. In hierarchical contexts, the sanctioned worldview is one that believes in the importance of regulatory balance to sustain the system. Memory tends to be long, and organised to give recognition to important events and people in the past (“ancestors” in the widest sense) from which the enduring accountability of the tradition is recalled; by contrast, isolates have little use for memory, while under individualistic institutions, memory either focuses on formal accounts of flows of resources or else weakly structures banks of case studies; in enclave, memory reaches far back and remembers betrayals and schisms and defeats that sustain the fury of commitment among members today. Rhetoric is an important kind of sense-making in public, being essentially a ritual form by which sense-making is communicated and shared. Aristotle (1991) developed the first and still one of the best institutional analysis of the kinds of rhetoric both appropriate to and actually elicited in particular institutional settings. Although his taxonomy is not complete, it represents an invaluable starting point. His argument is important that a peculiarly assertive, individualistic and confrontative rhetoric develops in the law courts around the rights of individuals, and this litigious style of rhetoric still dominates many individualistic settings in business and in current affairs broadcasting today. The rhetoric of display, praise and appraisal which Aristotle called epideictic is found around some “big men” individualists, as anthropologists studying business conferences and highland New Guinean political leaders have both found, but in a more measured form, it is found in many hierarchical contexts too. In hierarchical settings, one kind of what Aristotle called deliberative rhetoric is also sustained, and it can be found in many seminars, meetings and conferences and in the organisation of meeting etiquette and procedure (Schwarzman, 1989). The enclave elicits grand demagogic and denunciatory rants against outsiders and traitors but also produces a peculiarly supportive rhetoric within the cell. In each of the solidarities, quite distinct myths and genres of arts emerge for sense-making. Individualistic settings naturally produce myths of individual formation and Promethean assertion: the rise of the Bildungsroman can be seen to make greatest sense in this context. In more hierarchical settings, sense-making must focus on the achievements in banishing disorder to the margins, and the victory of the Olympians over the Titans can serve as the emblem for many official organisational histories, chronicles and encomia of the ways in which individuals sublimate their energies to the building of the institution, as Aeneas is show by Virgil to have altruistically dedicated his life to laying the foundations of the Roman state to be brought to completion under Augustus. Enclavist sense-making is much more Manichaean, focusing on both the nobility of the rise of the collective and on the dark threats from the forces of power and upon the catastrophic consequences of betrayal and schism: the Ragged trousered philanthropists must be set against the threatened apocalypse that haunts Malraux’s youthful L’espoir. Piercy’s Woman on the edge of time is a textbook case of enclavist sense-making, counterposing as it does both a grim authoritarian dystopian and a sunny egalitarian and collectivist utopia. As we have noted above, the sense-making available to isolates tends to be picaresque or ironically comic – the Quixote is a clear example – in good times, and dystopian in bad, but in either case, the prevailing myths tend to be of life as a lottery, and subject to the arbitrariness of the blind Fates. Figure 4 summarises the contrasts.

Figure 4: Types of sense-making

	Social regulation

(
	( Social integration

	Isolate

Worldview: Fatalism

Memory: Not greatly valued

Myth: Survival or loss in the lottery: the wheel of fortune, the blind Fates

Type of rhetoric: Ironic

Genres: Picaresque (Lazarillo Tormes), comedy of the absurd, dystopia (We); 

Ritual style: carnival (“The world turned upside down”)
	Hierarchy

Worldview: Regulatory balance

Memory: Continuity of great tradition

Myth: Glory of ordered cosmos and dangers of disorder: Olympian victory over Titans; emptiness of individual assertion: Pygmalion, Midas

Type of rhetoric: Deliberative, display (epideictic)

Genres: Chronicle, sublimation epic (Aeneid) tragedy of fate (Oedipus); grand ensemble encomium (Requiem mass)

Ritual style: procession (The Gozzoli frescoes)

	Individualism

Worldview: Libertarianism

Memory: Mainly embodied in material accounts of transactions and resources, or in case studies of heroic example and “best practice”

Myth: Power of individual assertion: Prometheus;

Type of rhetoric: Litigious / display (epideictic)

Genres: Bildungsroman (Young Werther), heroic epic (Odyssey), tragedy of personal flaw (MacBeth); heroic opera (Flying Dutchman); leading jazz improviser (Miles Davis)

Ritual style: fair
	Enclave

Worldview: Egalitarianism

Memory: Long recall of past betrayals and intimations of coming revelation

Myth: Apocalypse, eschatology: Book of Revelations, Götterdämmerung
Type of rhetoric: Demagogic and confrontative outside the enclave, supportive within

Genres: Noble rising of the oppressed (Ragged trousered philanthropists); Impending horror of brutal power; The evil consequences of betrayal (Danton’s death)

Ritual style: charvari (the ridiculing of the cuckold)


Sense-making and well-being by solidarities

These styles of sense-making have a number of consequences for well-being. In particular, the peculiar practices of sense-making affect individuals’ well being because they

· represent quite different conceptions of what well-being, as a psycho-social, lifelong phenomenon or construct actually is, and what counts as achieving it;

· elicit and shape motivation, aspiration and commitment, all of which can have direct and indirect physical and mental health benefits, as well as contributing to many of the psycho-social factors in human prospering;

· help to manage anxiety and confusion arising from “surprises” (Thompson et al, 1990, ch 4) tensions and contradictions between 

· help to reduce stresses of certain kinds, by directing attention to sources of security and protection (hierarchy, enclave), opportunity (individualism), or coping (isolate);

· cultivating capabilities for securing material resources, by developing aspirations and commitment to learning skills for wealth creation (individualism), exercising governance (hierarchy), mobilising passion for principle (enclave); and

· directly influence the appreciations, evaluations and appraisals of others which in turn influence the lifelong appraisal of the value of a life, both by institutions and by the individual themselves.


First, it is important to attend to the rival nature of the conceptions of what counts as well-being at all in each of the mechanical solidarities. For it is at this stage in the argument that it becomes possible to show that the kind of philosophical or psychological enquiry that looks for a single essence of well-being, such as Griffin’s (1986) is misguided. We can use the basic contrasts in concepts of prospering introduced in the first section above, to show how this works. In a basically individualistic institutional setting, what counts as well-being is clearly material in nature. Burt’s (1992) managers pursuing their careers through their networks have a clear conception of what counts for them as a life well and successfully lived, and material rewards play the central role in it. However, they are relatively long term in their conception of time in well-being: they are focused on their career in working life as a whole. Banfield’s (1958) amoral familists in southern Italy were just as exclusively focused on material aspects of well-being: their perfunctory and instrumental compliance with the dictates of Roman Catholicism hardly disrupted their lives.


Unlike Burt’s North American managers, however, they were relentlessly short term, as is shown by Banfield’s analysis of their risk of running up debts: their conception of well-being and their evaluations of who achieved it and lived well were confined, as their situation pressed them that it would have to be, to coping and surviving through harsh periods and remaining on an even keel during the occasional good times that luck brought them.


The world of the Dogon, as Marcel Griaule (1965 [1948]) portrayed it, may represent only a moderately ramified status system, but the religious system represents an exemplary case of well-ordered hierarchical “world system” (Griaule’s words) of interlocking symbolic forms and classifications and commemorations of traditions and of founding, that replicates closely the forms of social organisation among the Dogon people of the period. In that community, or at least section of it represented best by Griaule’s informant, Ogotemmêli, well-being and thriving is not principally a matter of material prosperity, although material poverty or asceticism is certainly admired. Rather, well-being consists unambiguously in full integration into the systems of collective understanding and full membership of the subtle intellectual traditions which below to the community as a whole and are not esoteric but which only those who can achieve great status through their conformity with the requirements of the community can expect fully to appreciate and display in the conduct of their life. Griaule is much impressed by the great dignity of his informant, who has been selected by the elders for his wisdom. The deportment of dignity and authority, as Goffman (1967a) showed to be true in technologically advanced societies too, a signal of well-being peculiar to the highly regulated and highly integrated social structure.


Well-being in enclaves is conceived, as we should expect, in terms of a life of passionate and committed enactment of the principle around which the enclave is organised. Material prosperity may even be disdained, and an ascetic practice deliberately cultivated, for in this solidarity, riches and the body beautiful are seen as most likely to corrupt. Hobsbawm’s (1959) comparative historical anthropology of enclaved sects which he, true to his own enclave commitment, saw as precursors of the labour movement to which he has cleaved throughout his life, may serve to illustrate the point. In the Manichaean way we might expect in the enclave, he documents the fantastical nature of myths of well-being in the millenarian imagination of many of the movements he examines, whilst also showing that in practical terms prior to the achievement of the fondly imagined overthrow of the hated social order, well-being was conceived in ascetic terms: a life well-lived was one lived in solidarity with comrades, in ascetic discipline, true to the principles, sharing with others the role of policing the membership boundary of the movement.


Figure 5 summarises these key differences in basic conceptions of well-being by the basic solidarities. It shows what aspects of well-being each pursues as a priority, how each conceives of well-being, over what time horizon well-being is focused upon, what the social basis of the experience of well-being is under each set of institutions, and finally, by what ideology or worldview each set of institutions cultivates to enable people to make sense of their lives and experience in relation to the institutionalised aspirations for well-being.

Figure 5: Commitments to styles of well-being differ by the institutional form of social organisation

	Social regulation

(
	( Social integration

	Isolate

Priority: material prospering

Well-being as: successful survival of crisis and threats

Time horizon: Short term, individual or at most familial

Basis: response to immediate needs

Ideology of well-being: stoic endurance helps one to cope with reversals of fortune
	Hierarchy

Priority: psycho-social prospering, especially whole life, institutional evaluations

Well-being as: achievement of satisfaction through appropriate and skilled performance of ascribed or achieved place in social order

Time horizon: Long term, collective

Basis: individual fulfilment of collectively recognised status, defined role, acquired capability

Ideology of well-being: Conformity with the disciplines of the community will bring status, understanding, dignity

	Individualism

Priority: material prospering

Well-being as: successful individual pursuit and achievement of personal objectives over the course of the life

Time horizon: Long term, individual

Basis: strategic organisation of individual desire

Ideology of well-being: individual effort and merit will be rewarded
	Enclave

Priority: psycho-social prospering, especially episodic, evaluations of significant others 

Well-being as: committed enactment of shared principles in community

Time horizon: Short term, collective

Basis: shared commitments to respond to claims to be controlled and limited by enforcement of universal principles against pressures from the social order to violate those principles

Ideology of well-being: Fidelity to the shared principle will result in an admirable life, uncorrupted and exemplary, until the day when all can live in collective harmony



It is worth attending to the fact that, as well as the affinities between the solidarities by along the dimension of social integration, by their priority for material or psycho-social prospering, there are certain important elective affinities that run along the diagonals (Douglas, 1996; Wildavsky, 1998b). For hierarchy and individualism are both essentially affirmative of the social order, while enclave and isolate forms are at root responsive, whether by resistance and collective withdrawal or by coping and individual withdrawal. Figure 6 summarises these affinities and shows the underlying commonalities in conception of well-being along these diagonals.

Figure 6: Differences in commitments to styles of well-being show elective affinities along the diagonals



Social organisation and individual capabilities for well-being

The leading economist Amartya Sen (e.g. 1982 [1979],1993) argues that we should measure a person’s well-being crucially by the capabilities that the person possesses for leading the kind of life they might choose. He distinguishes between basic “functionings” (1993, 31) – universally desired personal states such as being adequately nourished, being in good health, achieving self-respect, and the like – and basic capabilities – or “alternative combinations of functionings the person can achieve, and Sen’s examples include the ability to be (both) well-nourished and well sheltered, escaping (both) avoidable premature mortality and morbidity; for him, the degree of a person’s freedom is defined by the extent and composition of their capability set (1993, 33). Sen’s main interest in these concepts is to try to define minimum acceptable capability sets, lack of which in a person would give rise to legitimate moral claims upon others with greater capability sets.


The examples that Sen gives however, are things that it seems slightly odd to call “capabilities”. To be sure, they are necessary conditions for living a minimally adequate life, but they are so general that it they cannot meaningfully be described as skills or capacities to do anything in particular that might conduce to anything as full as well-being, which surely demands much more than a minimally adequate life. Moreover, Sen’s approach to capabilities essentially reduces them to resources that can be possessed by individuals. However, many capabilities are not well described, let alone well explained in this fashion. For most of the important capabilities for well-being – for example, those of creating wealth, sustaining peaceful social relations with others, enabling sufficient collective action to solve major problems, of engaging in sustained and coherent sense-making – all inhere in relations between people, rather than in resources that can be individually possessed or redistributed. By “inhere in”, we mean that the individual’s skills and access to means that depend upon relationships and types of social organisation of those relations are one that are fully institutionalised – that is, they have the status of generally recognised rules (Douglas, 1986; North, 1990; Powell and DiMaggio, 1991; Peters, 1999; March and Olsen, 1989). One way to see that this is the case is to consider how far these capabilities are capable of being exchanged. While some of the means of wealth creation can be exchanged, by no means all can. Durkheim (1984 [1893]) famously pointed out that contract rests on pre-contractual conditions which are not themselves contracts or exchanged at all: studies on the social network structure that underpins wealth creation recognise that friendships and acquaintances are not readily exchangeable. Certainly, the means of sense-making inhere in forms of social structure, not in resources at all. If, then, some of the most important capabilities for well-being inhere in institutions, social networks and forms of social organisation more generally, then it is a task of central importance to try to identify just which capabilities are sustained both in collectivities and in individuals, and which not sustained by each basic form of social organisation.


Figure 7 summarises the main institutionalised capabilities articulated in each of the forms of social organisation: these hypotheses derive directly from the specification of the nature of the forms of social organisation already given above.

Figure 7: Key capabilities for well-being that are sustained by the forms of social organisation

	Social regulation
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Institutionalised capabilities for surviving through volatilities in economic and health status
	Hierarchy

Institutionalised capabilities for sustaining systems of authority and status rewards necessary for large-scale collective action, and for cultivating motivation around compliance with norms

	Individualism

Institutionalised capabilities for creating material incentives and cultivating responsiveness to incentive
	Enclave

Institutionalised capabilities for eliciting moral commitment and cultivating



The weaknesses in cultivating key capabilities that each solidarity exhibits are the converse of its strengths. For example, the features that make possible the institutions under which incentive-based individual action is efficacious and self-coordinating are in permanent and necessary conflict with those that call for unending moral commitment by a bounded group or for coordination under authoritative and explicit rules, role and status gradients. Therefore, only in certain kinds – certainly not any kind – of four-way hybrid forms can these weaknesses in capabilities sustained be offset by the strengths of others.

Forms of social exclusion: weaknesses of each of the forms of social organisation

Although each of the forms of social organisation is provisionally viable, in certain specifiable conditions, each has its peculiar limitations. These can be expected to show up in biases and limitations in the forms of human well-being that each can sustain.


The first category of weaknesses are inabilities to sustain the production of kinds of goods and services, for which each solidarity is dependent on others. Individualistic systems cannot alone, without the sustenance of hierarchical orderings, sustain the very laws of property rights on which they depend, and so their capacity for supporting the entrepreneurial activity on which wealth creation and economic well-being of many kinds depends is limited. Conversely, consider the last decades of the Soviet Union. There a system had been institutionalised in which individualism was suppressed from the mainstream of economic life only to reappear in the form of corruption and illegal, clandestine markets. The system proved, as the present theory would have predicted, in the medium term to be incapable even maintaining the compliance with norms and laws on which the hierarchical element of the system depended. Enclaves too have their organisational weakness: they risk schism and faction is they cannot draw from hierarchical systems to establish systems of authority, leadership and governance. However, without a measure of enclavist pressure on a hierarchical or individualist system, those of lowest status or who achieve least are likely to begin to undermine that order, finding no outlet or articulation for their frustrations that can represent their claims as legitimate expressions of fairness, when they cannot be based on status priority or on individually achieved merit.


Secondly, each form of organisation produces its own distinctive forms of ill-being, in the form of quite distinct kinds of social exclusion.


In hierarchical forms, those of least status form what Thompson et al (1990) call a “lowerarchy”, who may be disaffected and find both the regulation within the system and the utter exclusion beyond its defined boundaries equally unrewarding: we can call this “status exclusion”. There are two kinds of status exclusion. Certain low castes, guest workers, low grade clerical staff are all examples of the first kind, in which the low status of the lowerarchy is integrated within the institutions. The second kind is that where life is lived outside the institutions of the hierarchy: typically, this will lead to individuals shifting to individualistic or isolate or enclave forms.


Under individualistic institutions, those who are unlucky in the lottery of inherited endowments or whose errors early in their careers cannot be retrieved, or whose risk-taking fails to pay off, find that their lives are seen by others, by the prevailing institutions and very probably by themselves as failures, and, under such institutions, as indistinguishable in value from those who are deemed not to have made an effort. This, we might term “merit exclusion”. In the legitimate economy, the many studies on “discouraged” older workers now unemployed and effectively economically inactive provide examples. 


Hierarchical institutions create subaltern spaces within the span of these institutions. Enclaved institutions, however, precisely because they lack internal distinctions, can only provide full inclusion on an egalitarian basis or else wholesale exclusion. Studies of kibbutzim (Mars, 1988), and studies of traditional industrial working class communities (Elias with Scotson, 1994 [1977]), both provide good examples of the closely policed boundaries and the discipline of internal equality under such institutions. Those who are excluded tend to be demonised as external threats, or, if they are former members, as traitors and apostates. This kind of social exclusion can be called “value exclusion”, because of the denial of the moral worth of those excluded.


Isolates typically tend to be excluded from the other solidarities in any case, and they tend occupy subaltern positions within the weakly bonded set of isolates as a whole. There are, to be sure, isolate celebrities and despots, as dependent in their way on the sudden movements of the lottery of life under these institutional conditions as those who are economically marginal. However, to speak of them as enjoying social inclusion is surely stretching the meaning of the term. Therefore, it is probably better to speak of the isolate form in general as a distinct kind of social exclusion from the wider social system, which we may as well simply call “structural exclusion”, since the very location of the isolate in the whole social structure represented by the matrix is already one of exclusion. However, moderate structural exclusion may not necessarily be harmful to well-being, at least as it is recognised and practised under isolate institutions. For example, Gibson shows that it can enable and sustain practices of solitude among older people in developed societies that are not necessarily lonely at all, but, on the contrary, can sustain their well-being in important ways (Gibson, 2000, ch.5)


On this account, then, there are four kinds of social exclusion – those of status, merit, value and structure, each produced in the normal operations of the four forms of social organisation. Each of these can – if they are not compensated by opportunities and bonds achieved through other solidarities – produce quite distinct forms of ill-being, which may have observable effects upon health, economic situation and risk, and, although this has not been established empirically, there may even be distinct consequences for environmental impacts and practices.


The health effects of low status within hierarchical employment institutions – which we can take as one case of status exclusion – have been extensively documented statistically in the Whitehall study and other studies of low status occupations (see e.g. Marmot and Feeney, 1996): typical of this situation are increased absence from work due to reported sickness, early retirement, and increased risk of certain degenerative conditions such as certain kinds of heart disease. In some low status jobs, of course, there are greater than average occupational health and safety risks not faced by higher status groups. Likewise, the health effects of unemployment and insecure positions in the labour market are also reasonably well understood (see e.g. Bartley et al, 1996). These empirical phenomena probably contain people experiencing status exclusion, merit exclusion and structural exclusion: certainly, some studies of network structure samples of unemployed people suggest that there is significant variety in network position among unemployed populations (e.g. Engberson et al, 1993), and the same is likely to be true of the marginally employed as well. Therefore, the health effects studies may be picking up the combined consequences of several kinds of exclusion at once. However, there are well documented increased risks of certain kinds of mental health problems including especially depression and generalised anxiety, as well as generalised self-reported ill-health and non-specific malaise. We still lack studies on the health effects of value exclusion, separately from the aggregate health effects of exclusion generally.


Economically, all the forms of exclusion risk locking people into problems of low income, unemployment, housing insecurity. However, in technologically developed societies, these effects may be easiest to control in the case of value exclusion, if enclave institutions are not particularly dominant and where they control rather modest proportions of the employment and housing systems, and also because those rejected by one enclave may be able at least try other enclaves. Low status exclusion in hierarchical institutions may be the least economically risky, although the denial of opportunity can be real: as long as the hierarchical order persists, it will provide some protection against destitution for its members. However, the two weakly socially integrated solidarities can offer the least protection against destitution: structural and merit exclusion can be very difficult to effect an exit from, if there are few routes into more socially integrated institutional settings, as several generations of social policy research into poverty and long term unemployment northern Europe and north America have shown.


Those experiencing exclusion from or within one form of social organisation are likely to seek opportunities in other solidarities, if they can. Those facing value exclusion from enclaves may find rival enclaves where they will be accepted, or may find hierarchical or individualistic settings in which they can thrive. Isolates may find reattachment in other solidarities. People experiencing status exclusion in hierarchical settings may be able to experiment with self-employment in more individualistic settings, or be displaced into enclaves. Figure 8 summarises the varieties of exclusion.

Figure 8: The types of social exclusion
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It must be stressed that these forms of ill-being are produced in the course of the normal functioning of each the basic forms of social organisation. There is no basic form of social organisation that does not produce some kind or some level of social exclusion.

All societies create many two-, three- and four-way hybrid forms. Some of these, as we shall see, may be able in part to offset the weaknesses and adverse consequences of some of the solidarities with compensating benefits from others, but in every case, there are trade offs to be struck. There is no form of social organisation, whether in the form of a single solidarity, or in the form of a settlement between solidarities, in which all good things can go together.


Indeed, the converse is also true: it is dangerous to try to institutionalise a social order in which one of the solidarities has little or articulation. For the sake of brevity, I shall assume that this is already clear for hierarchy, enclave and individualism. It remains necessary only to offer reasons why it is even true of the isolate form (cf. Thompson et al, 1990, 93-96). 


First, the isolate form provides certain important capabilities for individuals (see above). In particular, it sustains abilities for individuals and households to cope during the most difficult periods, by drawing in from all exposures and “wintering out” crises. Since all societies and all organisations pass through such periods, this can be important.


Second, the isolate provides an essential stage in the route by which individuals experiencing exclusion from or within one of the other solidarities can make an exit from that solidarity and gather their forces in order to prepare for subsequent re-engagement with one of the other forms of social organisation. For example, it can provides a comparatively less demanding location for those weary of the frustrations in a “lowerarchy” in a formal organisation, or having been unsuccessful in self-employment or as a “boundary spanner” working between organisations (Thompson, 1967; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967) or burned out with the hyperactivism of enclave life to consider their options before seeking opportunities in other institutional settings.


Third, the isolate form subserves certain functions for the wider society. In the absence or under-articulation of the isolate form, the activism of the other solidarities can produce exhaustion through constant upheaval. Some studies of large organisations, for example, have concluded that during periods when hierarchical, individualist and enclave forms are dominant, resulting in conditions of permanent revolution, constant reform initiatives and intense conflict between these forms, often the only way in which the basic services and operations could continue was on the basis of the isolate practices of individual staff “wintering out” the storms of organisational upheaval and “initiativitis”: for example, 6 and Peck (2001) find this in respect of NHS mental health services. The same may well be true for societies as a whole.


For the purpose of understanding well-being, two distinct levels of trade-off should be noted at this stage. At the first level, there can be trade-offs between different fields of outcomes that are causally important for human well-being. For example, if Wilkinson’s (1996) argument were to be accepted that in the general case, enclave social organisation has grater health benefits, then this could only be achieved at the expense of some of the economic benefits that can come from, for example, more individualistic relations, or at the expense of the security that can come from hierarchical systems. At the second level, there may be trade-offs within fields of well-being. For the kinds of economic gains in well-being that are achieved in individualistic social relations – greater wealth-creation, higher levels of innovation, security through employability for some people – come at the expense of the economic benefits on offer in enclaved and hierarchical systems – for example, greater protection and security for some people. It is also possible that Wilkinson’s account is incomplete and that the same trade-offs might be found within health. For example, hierarchical relations create risks of certain kinds of morbidity but the relative security for insiders may protect against other stresses and, for example, mental health risks.


This recognition that all good things do not go together is of key importance for public policy. Fr it means that it is at best futile and at worst dangerous for policy makers to pursue the institutionalisation of either a single dominant form of social organisation or indeed any particular relationship between these forms within a society, in the hope of producing general well-being. Put more controversially, the first and crucial normative implication of the social theory offered here is that political romanticism is deeply misguided, and that there is no avoiding the tragic choices involved in taking pluralism seriously.

Viability

Each of these weaknesses and forms of exclusion is, all other things being equal in the relationship with other institutions of social organisation, provisionally sustainable and viable. When all else is not equal in these relationships, it may suffer from the aggrandisement of other forms, or else, in the opposite case, may itself aggrandisement to the point of self-disorganisation. What then do mean by “viability”? I offer the following definition, upon the basis of which the remainder of the argument will proceed.


A unit of social organisation is viable if it meets the following conditions (these should be read as being, taken together, sufficient conditions, but they may not be necessary ones):

1. self-reproduction condition: it exhibits effective capacity to (i.e. it actually does, and it does so not accidentally, but because of the working of some important causal feature that it invests significant resources in and that is institutionalised within that unit of social organisation) reproduce its basic character and institutions over a cycle of distinct periods, where those might be, for example, phases of the economic cycle, periods of administrative succession, periods of political dominance and eclipse of states or classes or powerful individuals etc.; and

2. robustness condition: it exhibits effective capacity to (in the same sense as above) withstand external shocks other than massive force majeure i.e. roughly, external shocks from systems of social organisation with roughly commensurate technological and economic capability;


The point of the duration test in the self-reproduction condition is to frame something in relevantly functional rather than arbitrarily calendrical terms. The point of the robustness condition is that it prevents us saying that, for example, the civilisations of the Mississippi were not viable within their own meso-American social system, just because they succumbed to viral and bacterial disease that arrived from Europe after Europeans entered the continent, even though the diseases wiped out those civilisations well before Europeans actually arrived in their terrain (Diamond, 1997).


How is a unit of social organisation to be defined? After all, we can always get units inside or outside the focal arena of analysis, by choosing a smaller or large arena. The following is a provisional definition. A unit of social organisation is defined at the relevant level of analysis is defined functionally: something should be considered as a unit if it putatively could sustain institutions, and therefore could in principle be viable, without depending on the existence of any particular other units. All units of social organisation depend on some others, but not necessarily on particular others. Consider the case of the major international popular recorded music industry. The individual band cannot sustain institutions that could be viable. It needs the music industry. However, although the music industry will not survive without a reasonably prosperous economy, it does not need that economy to be dominated by particular industries. It needs a society interested in music, but it does not even need a vibrant youth culture: it could in principle sustain itself with the demand of ageing boomers dancing arthritically in their nursing homes, even only they will buy records and invite bands to perform in those nursing homes. So, putatively, the music industry is a relevant unit of social organisation, while the particular band would not be. (By contrast, the local community brass band is often viable without the wider music industry.)

Ill-being and the extreme disorganising forms of social organisation

The neo-Durkheimian institutional approach provides much more than a taxonomy of forms of social organisation and their weaknesses with which the forms of well-being can be understood. The theory also provides a set of dynamic models by which we can understand the achievement and the disintegration of social order, and thereby understand the social processes that lead to some of the worst outcomes that human beings face. There is not space here to set out the dynamic models in full; only a brief summary of the disequilibrium process and the non-linear interaction of forms of social organisation attractors will be offered; readers interested in fuller accounts should see Thompson, 1992, 1996 and Thompson and Tayler, forthcoming.


Durkheim (1984 [1893]) describes some forms of social organisation as “pathological”, In contemporary parlance, we should perhaps say that they are subject to dynamics by which they can become disorganising. Or we might say that they fail the test of viability.


One important causal mechanism by which this can occur, is that observed when one social form is aggrandised, it can radicalise itself, reinforce and simply its basic commitments, and the very tendencies that provide it with its organising power begin to work against it. Wildavsky (1998) described the dynamic as “curvilinear”: that is to say, in moderation and balanced by the others, each form of organisation can stabilise itself; in absence of those conditions, it may go to extremes and eventually disorganise itself and the wider social system. It is in essence a case of what systems theorists call “positive feedback” (Jervis, 1997). Durkheim’s most famous book was devoted to showing that where this self-reinforcing dynamic could produce, from different forms of social organisation quite different forms of the one of the indicators of the most sever ill-being, namely, suicide.


Extreme forms of individualism are easily recognisable. Without the counterweight of hierarchy to secure respect for property rights and an orderly marketplace, individualism leads to chaotic depredation of the strong on the rest, or a kind of Hobbesian war of each against all. Colin Turnbull’s famous (1972) study of the Ik, in East Africa in the early 1970s documented just such a self-reinforcing dynamic among a people with highly individualistic institutions. Homicide, rape and violence broke out and could not be controlled by local institutions; eventually the external authority of the national state was required to restore order. The many studies of eastern Europe in the years immediately following the fall of socialism tracked the tumbling of social trust (Sztompka, 1999), and some of this seems to be due to the emergence of individualism long suppressed but able to radicalise itself in the absence of authoritative hierarchical or enclave institutions. The extreme forms of hierarchy can involve the most rococo ramifications of the status ranking system to the point that the system becomes opaque even to those within it, and its capacity for collective action is weakened. Durkheim (1984 [1893], 323) gave the later Byzantine empire as an example of this deformation, but the incapacities of some parts of the caste system (Dumont, 1980 [1966]) and the Soviet bureaucracy are just as well known cases. The schismatic disorganisation of enclaves is well documented, for example among the British far left parties in the 1970s (Rayner, 1988).


Durkheim (1984 [1893]) analyses the nature of these deformation by looking at the way in which the division of labour either breaks down or else has to be buttressed by extreme measures, identifying the “forced”, “anomic”, “excessively regulated” and “spontaneous” divisions of labour at the extremes of the two dimensions. Each is shown (Durkheim, 1951 [1897]) to be associated with a quite distinct form of suicide, elicited in the disorganisation of a particular overly radicalised form of social organisation. In Suicide (Book II, ch 6), he examines the “peculiar affinities” between the each of the pairs of types of suicide: in effect, he is tracking the combinations that are found in the extreme forms of the solidarities that appear between the two dimensions.


Figure 9 summarises the convergent relationship between these two arguments. The dotted line represents a notional frontier between social organisation and social disorganisation, which, on the present argument about the relationship between well-being and social organisation, is a matter of critical importance for public policy.

Figure 9: Forms of social disorganisation that undermine well-being, and produce ill-being - curvilinearity or extreme forms
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Moving from the individual to the population level of analysis, the four different forms of social disorganisation would also be expected to result in other kinds of ill-being. Typically, we should expect the two weak social regulation forms, namely extreme individualism and extreme enclave, to yield higher levels of injury and death from violence, while the deformations of excessive social regulation are more likely to associated with forms of illness and stress resulting in demoralisation, reduced immune system performance and so on.


Turning to economic forms of ill-being, the dimension of social integration is likely to be significant. The deformations of weak social regulation are more likely to be associated with chronic poverty and social exclusion, reinforced by differently in each case – by robbery and violence among poor people of other poor people in the case of the deformations of individualism (as can be seen in the distribution of crime in some of the most deprived areas in many technologically developed societies), and by begging, exit from the labour market into economic inactivity in the case of extreme isolate forms. By contrast, the disorganisation of enclave is more likely to lead to class conflict and perhaps banditry. The extremes of hierarchy may well produce a state kleptocracy, as was the case in the last years of the Soviet Union. In the private sector, extreme hierarchy can produce the kind of predatory, lawless comprador capitalism that characterised the magnate-dominated late Roman republic and early empire, or parts of Latin America in the mid twentieth century. 

Hybridity and normative implications

In this part of the paper, first the argument so far is summarised, and then the foundations of the positive argument of the paper are put in place. The goal of the argument here is to set out some basic characterisations of the structures available by which settlements between the basic forms of social organisation and their associated forms of well- and ill-being might be organised.

The theory summarised

Thus far, the argument has presented an account of well-being as being much more than about material security and health, but describing rather that kind of life which is counted as well-lived. This, it has been argued, requires circumstances in which, above all else, people can make sense of their lives, and, in turn, sense-making turns upon social organisation. Social organisation is understood institutionally, and as being plural: human social organisation affords a limited plurality of basic institutional ways of organising, each of which enables and elicits its peculiar style of sense-making. A form of social organisation can be characterised at the most elementary level by the strength or weakness of social regulation and social integration it exhibits, for these two dimensions define the nature of power and the basic shape of the social network patterns it will exhibit. Each of these basic forms of social organisation not only yields, in its style of sense-making, a quite different conception of the life well lived and of what counts as well-being, but also supports a distinct set of capabilities for well-being. However, each also exhibits peculiar weaknesses and limitations that, at the same time, sustain particular kinds of ill-being, not least by producing distinct kinds of social exclusion, or at least distinct causal pathways to social exclusion. Moreover, these basic institutional forms have tendencies, if not checked by relationships with the other forms within the same society, to go through positive feedback processes of self-reinforcement, in which the characteristics of the solidarity become more pronounced and more extreme to the point that what is yielded is a distinct form of social disorganisation and ill-being.


The hypothesis that there can only be a limited number of ways or organising, and hence of making sense and therefore of pursuing well-being, and that these are defined by the four provisionally stable points in the space created by the cross-tabulation of social integration and social regulation, is known as the “impossibility theorem” of neo-Durkheimian institutional theory (Thompson et al, 1990).


The theory also provides several additional propositions which are important for understanding the dynamics of well-being, and most of which are already implicit in the argument so far.


The first is that any society will exhibit all of the solidarities in some degree. For each springs up in response and reaction to the others. Political or social attempts to eliminate a solidarity will lead, in tie, to its reassertion, perhaps in more extreme forms. Thus, for example, the USSR’s seventy year project of eliminating individualism ended by the return of individualist organisation in its most corrosive and extreme forms. For in any social system, wherever there is positive feedback there will also be negative feedback, and conflict of this reactive kind is the most elementary causal process in negative feedback dynamics, whether those dynamics are self-stabilising or not (Jervis, 1997). Indeed, in some institutional settings, as we have seen, one or two solidarities seem to be dominant, and others hardly articulated at all, at least at the level of the formal institutions. But a closer look will identify them. For example, even in the southern Italian community of Montegrano found by Banfield to be dominated by amoral familism with its strongly isolate organisation, there can be found hierarchy in the form of the Catholic Church and the carabinieri, some individualist organisation in the small merchant sector, and even some incipient enclave in the very modest Communist party membership and very occasional peasant collective resistance. These are minor themes in Banfield’s analysis, but their presence is an important foil against which the isolate form is sustained. Each solidarity develops in reaction to the assertion of the others. The co-presence of all the solidarities is, however, one of mutual conflict. The thesis that all the solidarities are present, even in technologically simple societies, is known as the “conflictual mutual dependence” hypothesis.


It follows from this that a social system is best understood as a system in dynamic disequilibrium. It is futile to imagine that a condition of perfect isostatic equipoise could be achieved between the solidarities and maintained in which the perfect balance would suspend all conflict. Each institutional solidarity seeks to disorganise the others, or, put at the level of agency rather than structure, people express their frustrations with the limitations of one institutional order by seeking to elaborate others.


Hybrid forms are common, and there have been many studies that have documented the ways in which organisations or whole societies have gone through periods in which two or three solidarities have worked in temporary coalitions to counteract the power of others. This is clearest during revolutionary periods. Studies on the American revolution have concluded that the social organisation of the period can best be understood in terms of an uneasy coalition of individualist and enclave forms to counteract a hierarchical order that had sought but progressively failed to work with individualist institutions (Hammer, 1993; Malecha, 1993); the radical Islamic Iranian revolution of 1979 should surely be understood as a coalition of hierarchy and enclave overthrowing the westernising regime of the Shah which showed many individualist elements alongside its increasingly secular hierarchical strand.


However, two- and three-way hybrids suffer from instabilities and vulnerability to shocks, defections and counter-assertions by excluded solidarities just as much as do projects for the dominance of a single institutional form.

Viability, requisite variety and organic solidarity

Although perfect balance between all four forms of social organisation is available, some relationships between the forms seem to be more robust against shocks, defections and counter-assertions than others. Since the source of many of these is the reassertion of solidarities that are excluded or denied articulation, the only promising strategy is to consider those types of four-way settlements that give some recognition of the potential contribution to each. The thesis that a viable society must exhibit some four-way settlement is known as the “requisite variety” hypothesis, for it is an application to social systems of Lord Ashby’s (1947) law in general cybernetic systems theory that a control system must exhibit as much variety in its basic active elements as characterises the system it is designed to control.


Each of the basic forms of social organisation is, it has been shown, a mechanical solidarity in Durkheim’s (1984 [1893]) sense. In the same way, certain kinds of four-way settlement are forms of organic solidarity, in Durkheim’s vocabulary. means those institutional forms that enable peaceable relations between people who are defined by others, or define themselves as being different from others (Durkheim 1984 [1893], 85), where of course what counts as a relevant or even a recognisable difference between people is determined by institutions (Douglas, 1986, 1992c; Goodman, 1992 [1970], 1978) and in this case in the first instance by the institutions of the four mechanical solidarities. Durkheim stresses that organic solidarity works by sustaining the interdependence of those institutionally classified as different (Durkheim 1984 [1893], 85). Specifically, he argues, organic solidarity as an institutional order, will require laws that enable cooperation between people classified as relevantly different, and that do not enforce people to behave in similar ways or adopt the same identity or live under the same basic ways of organising (Durkheim 1984 [1893], Book I, Chs IV-V). Most importantly, such formal institutions are underpinned by informal ones – law is embedded in morality in order to be institutionalised at all (cf. the theory of institutionalisation presented in 6 et al, 2002, ch.10) and this is as true for organic solidarity as for the mechanical solidarities (Durkheim 1984 [1893], 172-4).


There can be, the theory implies, more than one kind of organic solidarity, and although this implication of the argument was not developed by Durkheim. The possibilities recognised, although briefly in Durkheim’s (1984 [1893]) analysis, are 

1. There can be toleration of a specific institution or sphere in which the commitments of each are given some recognition, or at least the commitments of none is violated. This is essentially that which is extended to someone or to a practice or an institution, when no solidarity vetoes or attempts actively to undermine that individual or practice or institution. For example, a system of dialogue that gives recognition to all four might be tolerated Thompson (1997a,b,c, 2001) calls these cases “clumsy institutions”: in effect, these are tolerated spheres subject to a kind of Paretian mechanism: no solidarity exercises its power of veto over the institution.

2. Separation involves the establishment of institutions that allow more of less distinct sectors within which each of the four solidarities can operate, more or less with a local hegemony.

3. Exchange involves efforts for the institutionalisation of key reciprocal support – for example, hierarchical enforcement of property rights in order to sustain individualistic economic life, and the hierarchical forbearance from heavy regulation and high rates of taxation upon economically successful people in order to sustain sufficient wealth-creation to allow hierarchical institutions to be afforded.

4. Compromise involves the acceptance of restraint in the making of claims – for example, the willingness of enclave environmental social movements to refrain from resisting programmes of tradable pollution rights, even though this delivers less than they might want, but in return the business sector concedes that it will not press for absolute laissez-faire. 


These variety of types in organic solidarity are the product of trade-offs between maintaining the internal control of similarity under the institutions of each mechanical solidarity (which would lead to a preference for either separation or a tolerated sphere) on the one hand, and maintaining the external integrity or dissimilarity of the mechanical solidarities from one another (which would lead to a preference from separation or exchange). Figure 10 summarises the relationship between the four styles of organic solidarity.

Figure 10: Four basic styles of organic solidarity
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Each of these forms of organic solidarity creates quite distinct styles of relationship between the four mechanical solidarities of hierarchy, individualism, isolates and enclave. These relationships are shown in Figure 11. Figure 11 should be compared with the inner four quadrants in Figure 3, for it shows that, to some extent, there is a fractal form of social organisation that runs through the mechanical and the organic solidarities. Just as the isolate form separates people to maintain a minimal and passive solidarity, so separation of sectors sustains a minimal form of organic solidarity. Just as truck and barter sustains the individualist solidarity, so exchange sustains one kind of organic solidarity. Again, the mutuality of the deeper mutual involvement between individuals of the enclave is reproduced in the order of compromise between the mechanical solidarities in that species of organic solidarity. Finally, hierarchical orders specify rules that allocate both veto points and that prescribe restraint in the use of the powers granted, just as the tolerated sphere specifies this as one form of organic solidarity: in both cases, arrangements can become rather baroque. The analogy should not be pressed too far, of course. The forms of organic solidarity do not in any simple way reproduce those of the mechanical solidarities: nor could they, if they are to be four-way institutional settlements at all. However, the analogies are an important reminder that the basic organisational capabilities of social institutions, at any level, are not indefinitely plural.

Figure 11: Relationships between the four mechanical solidarities under the four institutional forms of organic solidarity 
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No doubt, there are, as Durkheim’s original discussion suggests, relatively common combinations or hybrids. What combinations are more likely than others? Presumably, by contrast with the relationship with the mechanical solidarities, hybrids along the diagonals of the rather differently based two-by-two matrices in Figures 10 and 11 are rather difficult. Combining separation of sectors with compromise and mutual engagement is very difficult, and perhaps logically impossible. Likewise, extensive exchange between mechanical solidarities and restricting contact to a tolerated sphere such as a dialogue forum are presumably alternatives rather than complements. However, combinations along the rows of Figures 10  and 11 might be possible. Exchange and compromise could be combined, and separation and tolerated spheres could be combined. Vertical combinations between separation and exchange and between compromise and tolerated spheres or clumsy institutions might be possible, but it is more likely that the upper row cases would be preconditions for any development toward lower row cases. For example, if initially philanthropic donation sustains a separate sphere of enclave organisation, and after a while charities and social movement voluntary organisations start to accept business and government funds, then we would be looking at growing exchange out of initial separation between sectors. Likewise, an initial case of rather strained dialogue and negotiation between a government and a terrorist group in the context of a specially established conciliation or peace process, in which a rather artificial environment is created, might eventually, if successful, grow into a more institutionalised system of compromise. Since the lower row are those cases in which mechanical solidarities accept reduced internal similarity, we should expect that this will require much greater willingness to bear costs and much more significant returns for involvement that builds upon peaceful interdependence than on conflict with other solidarities.


Each of the 
four kinds of organic solidarity works in slightly different ways to contain or moderate the positive and negative feedback dynamics that make for pathological forms and for institutional failures both at the level of each mechanical solidarity and at the level of the social system as a whole, and for this reason, each of the four forms of organic solidarity are vulnerable to different kinds of institutional failure.


Separation works by trying to use positive feedback or self-reinforcing dynamics within each mechanical solidarity to sustain them, against the external negative feedback forces that bring them into conflict whereby each solidarity disorganises the others. This means that it is peculiarly vulnerable to fail in the classical Durkheimian way, by each solidarity flying part into pathological forms.


Exchange tries to work against the positive feedback dynamic by institutionalising the positive interdependence of the mechanical solidarities. This makes it vulnerable to fail when either positive or negative feedback processes overwhelm that interdependence.


At the opposite end of the diagonal form exchange is the mirror opposite case. Tolerated spheres work by trying to use the negative feedback dynamic of conflict in order to identify institutional forms that can, at least temporarily, be regarded by the four mechanical solidarities as neutral. This makes such strategies vulnerable to failure when either positive feedback processes produce forms of mechanical solidarities so pathological that they cannot sustain toleration or when negative feedback dynamics reassert conflict and mutual disorganisation so that they must exercise their veto.


Finally, at the opposite end of the other diagonal from separation which uses positive against negative feedback, is the case of compromise or engagement which uses negative feedback dynamics of interdependence in order to combat positive feedback dynamics, and which is therefore vulnerable both to the reassertion of positive feedback dynamics that might re-separate the solidarities or negative feedback processes that would turn interdependence into conflict.


These are of course structural characteristics, and structural characteristics alone cannot suffice to define the set of desirable forms of four-way relationships from undesirable ones. Consider the nature of the al-Qaeda organisation as an example. If the journalistic reports are to be believed, the Al-Qaeda terrorist organisation exhibits all four mechanical solidarities in ways that seem to be quite viable. Mr Bin Laden appears to be the leading entrepreneur, fundraiser and venture capitalist investor, at the centre of a weakly tied web of contacts. The active service units, to borrow the Irish Republican Army’s phrase, tend to be people recruited from isolate settings and who remain isolates for quite long periods after recruitment and before operations. During operations, there appears to be an enclave form of organisation, in which leadership takes a classical charismatic form, and the operation leader provides spiritual advice and exhortation. Within the training camps, however, the discipline of hierarchy is maintained rather strictly. 


Again, arrangements can be viable four-way settlements that may not be malevolent but which sustain under-performing organisation and economic activity for long periods, and which have been shown not very effective in sustaining even the material conditions for well-being. Gyawali, for example, has argued that the combination of business forms, governmental regulation, technical investment and design, and social relationships within Nepal that have shaped the management of water, have been viable precisely because they have combined all four mechanical solidarities rather effectively, but, according to him, they have together all too viably blocked more effective forms of institution from emerging that might have produce better compromises or exchanges, offering more secure and higher quality supply consistently with better environmental protection and a measure of competition that might bear down better on cost (Gyawali, 2001).


The structural relationships between solidarities, then, are necessary, but not sufficient for four-way settlements to represent forms of organic solidarity for well-being, properly understood. It is also necessary that the particular structural relationships afford creative and benign cooperation, not just cooperation of any kind, between institutional forms of social organisation.

Organic solidarity and well-being

Just as no single mechanical solidarity is unambiguously superior to all other mechanical solidarities in its capacity to sustain well-being in all situations, so there is no reason to suppose that any single form of organic solidarity will sustain well-being more effectively than all other organic solidarities.


Rather, the forms of organic solidarity that are available, and that may represent the most viable strategies in particular situations will be highly contingent upon the prior institutional situation and inheritance, the depth and intensity of the conflict between the institutional forms. In very intense conditions of conflict, just as partition can sometimes – however regrettably – be the only strategy for achieving peace in some inter-communal conflicts, so separation of spheres of influence over fields of human endeavour can be the only viable option for deep institutional conflict within societies. Where there is some possibility of conciliation, tolerated sphere or clumsy institution strategies may make most sense. While exchange and compromise involve greater engagement, they can also produce risks of renewed conflict that the less engaged strategies may not.


However, the general argument seems convincing that, on balance, on the average, in the medium run, any form of organic solidarity will create superior conditions for well-being than will any two or three way coalition of mechanical solidarities. For what organic solidarity as requisite variety can sustain is social viability, and viability is the basic condition in which each of the capabilities for well-being defined in Figure 7 can be maintained.

Implications for public policy

In this fourth part of the paper, the focus turns to the implications of the argument for public policy. First, the implications for the capabilities and the styles of policy making are drawn out. Then, two examples are examined briefly of public policy challenges which the theory provides richer understanding of practical usefulness to policy makers, in the fields of the debate about “social capital” and about privacy in the context of the movement for more integrated policy and public services.

Organic solidarity and public policy

The argument for organic solidarity does not and cannot yield deductively a set of detailed and universally correct policy prescriptions that policy makers could simply transpose into laws or initiatives nor even operationalisable tests upon bodies of laws and policies. In the first place, as was argued above, the most appropriate strategy is highly contingent upon circumstances. Secondly, there is no point in expecting that any set of indicators that are put forward as a diagnosis of the relative weight of different forms of social organisation could be both practically useful and accepted by people working within all four of these forms of institutions.


More fundamentally, though, it is a misguided and dangerously technocratic aspiration for social theory – or, for that matter, for political philosophy (contra the followers of John Rawls and some other schools) – to hope that it substitute prescriptive conclusions derived by intellectuals from bodies of theory for the collective practical intelligence that emerges from politics as a shared practice of conflictual and interdependent sense-making. The neo-Durkheimian theory presented here gives part of the explanation for this. If the aim is to secure four-way settlements of sufficient robustness against defections, shocks, resistance and aggrandisements by people operating within each of the solidarities, with their peculiar blinkers on the world, then only political action, and neither social theory nor empirical social science, can possibly collect and make use of the huge range of tacit and implicit information required to strike settlements of that kind. To be sure, social science can hope to offer additional relevant information, to provide arguments and resources to sustain the conversation, to bolster arguments that might have a claim to be inadequately represented, and so on. But the activity of coming to political judgment about the viability of an institutional settlement is and can only be a political one. The case for constitutional democratic overarching institutions for policy making through political processes, rather than Platonic institutions under which experts design policies on the basis of trying to derive prescriptions from banks of theory, rests not only on considerations of fairness and justice, or on the likelihood that experts will lack the professional capabilities, nor even only the evident incapacity of theories to provide such unambiguous prescriptions. Ultimately it rests on the lack of robustness against political resentment of precisely such hierarchical processes of professional policy development, and on the incompetence of formal, analytical expert-driven systems to collect, recognise, evaluate and process the range of information required for robust settlement-making: political judgment can neither be dispensed with, nor substituted for, nor yet reduced to analytical inference (6, forthcoming, a).


Policy makers often complain of much social science and political theory (other than narrowly evaluative studies on the performance of particular programmes against standards or goals that are taken as given for the evaluative purpose), that it is not “practical” and does not tell them what to do, what measures to adopt, just what balances to strike in order to promote such large scale goals as well-being. The complaint of impracticality and irrelevance is always levelled most loudly against pluralist theories. In reply, social scientists and theorists should have the confidence to reply that this is not a reasonable demand, and indeed, it is an attempt on the part of politicians to abdicate their own responsibility for doing the political work that alone can create the settlements necessary for organic solidarity. It is not the role of all or even most policy-relevant social science to consist in advocacy for particular measures. Conversely, it is surely the intellectual responsibility of social scientists and political theorists to make clear when they are engaging in social science that may be of use as an input to a debate, and when they are engaged in advocacy for particular measures, and not to pretend to themselves, policy makers or their students that the former will typically yield the latter. At a time when many governments are increasingly demanding that policy scientists deliver them “practical solutions” and show themselves to be “relevant” by deriving designs for particular policy measures or initiatives from every aspect of their work, or else expect not to be supported or treated as having anything of use to offer, it seems peculiarly urgent to restate this point. 


In this way, the present argument supports the one made by Gray (2000a,b) that practical political work tends, when it is most intelligently crafted, to grope towards (rather than identifying and designing in advance) what Gray calls a “modus vivendi” between conflicting claims for institutionalisation. However, the theory offered here goes beyond Gray’s argument by offering an account of the varieties of things that might be counted as modi vivendi, which enables empirical social science to be designed in ways that will make it more directly useable to policy makers, not so much to derive specific solutions as to direct their attention to relevant questions and interactions between problems., and to appropriate general standards for policy.


it does not follow that the theory of organic solidarity is “of no practical use to policy makers”. What it can provide policy makers with is, at the very least,

· a discipline of how to argue, and what to argue about in analysing policy problems and developing policy solutions, which can be at least as useful as specific proposals about what to recommend at the end of an argument;

· a framework with which to think about and try to identify the relevant range of potential claims;

· a framework with which to identify the range of risks to the robustness of any proposed settlement; and 

· directions for attention when considering the kinds of indicators and instruments required for developing soundly based appreciations (Vickers, 1995 [1962] of policy problems; such indicators and instruments will not be “dials” that point conclusively to specific courses of action: they will always be “tin openers for cans of worms” (Carter et al, 1993), and their use in policy analysis and intellectual work to support policy development will always be of an advocacy nature (Majone, 1989; Fischer and Forester, 1993).


There is, perhaps, one general maxim for policy makers – at once more specific than a general framework but much less specific than a policy “solution” – that also flows from the argument offered here. In a situation in which all good things do not together, where there are complex trade-offs to be struck not just between two claims but four institutional orders that yield different value systems about what well-being is and also different capabilities for its pursuit, and where each of the four has its own weaknesses, limitations and risks, one can reasonably suggest that policy makers ought to focus on the control of harms – accepting that there are always trade-offs between different harms – as a general priority above and before pursuing benefits.


For the theory suggests that one of the most important risks to be avoided is the situation in which a single institutional form of social organisation is able to reinforce its control and radicalise its commitments to the point of social disorganisation. A second risk to be avoided, if at all possible, the theory suggests, is that the solidarities should become so polarised that four-way settlements are all but impossible. These two categories of harm are, the theory proposes, the basic threats to the viability of a social system. The reason is that the theory suggests that these kinds of harms must be prevented, obviated, arrested or defused if possible, is – and here is the normative core of the neo-Durkheimian theory’s assumptions – viability matters above and before the pursuit of other goals. Liberty, equality, and community, order – to take core values to individualism, enclave and hierarchy respectively all matter and all have their place. However, the design of particular trade-offs between them should be inspired by and conducted under the regimen of trying above all to secure viability against threats and harms, and thus containing, so far as is possible, the conflict between the solidarities within the zone of the less extreme and less disorganising forms, where organic solidarity might be achieved. The hope is not to arrest the dynamic disequilibrium process, but the curtail the violence of its oscillations.


The maxim to reduce harms does not, especially in situations where one typically has to chose which harm to combat at the higher risk of another harm, necessarily result in quite different kinds of policy measures at any one time, from more positive consequentialist maxims. Rather, it cultivates a certain kind of political sensibility that over time may lead to less hubristic policy: again, it tells the policy maker what to think about and how to think about those things, rather than telling them what to think (Allen, 2001).

First example: “social capital”

To see how the framework might be put to practical used by policy makers in these ways, I offer two brief examples. In both cases, I specifically avoid attempting spuriously to derive particular policy designs, but try to show the value in using the approach. There is not space here for full treatment of either issue, still less for detailed policy argument, and so the argument must perforce appear somewhat dogmatic and general. However, I hope that it will serve to show the manner in which the theory offered in this value might be of both procedural and substantive value to policy makers even without delivering a single one-size-fits-all “solution”.


There has been an extensive debate in recent years about the concept of “social capital”, and increasingly about the extent to which it should be the goal of public policy to promote social capital (e.g. Putnam, 1993, 2000; Fukuyama, 1995, 1999; Baron et al, 2000). Indeed, in the UK, the policy research unit at the centre of government which reports to the Prime Minister, called the Performance and Innovation Unit, is about to publish a paper on public policy and social capital (Aldridge et al, 2002). Indeed, there is now a vast empirical literature spanning many disciplines which purports to show that social capital – or at least those kinds that Putnam (2000) calls both “bonding” and “bridging” – is beneficial for a huge variety of dimensions of human thriving that are relevant to well-being ranging from exit from unemployment through educational attainment and labour market attainment to health status on many measures to happiness (for reviews, see Baron et al, 2000; Lin, 2001; 6, 2002b).


How might the theory presented here help? It would suggest that in fact the “social capital” argument has misread and misconstrued the empirical literature. Putnam and his followers appear to consider that it is possible to identify a set of forms of social capital which will be distinct social phenomena, which are internally self-consistent and beneficial for all the outcomes on the list. Unfortunately, what Putnam effectively lumps together all the forms of social organisation other than the isolate form, tries to subtract those that are not benign – exclusive “old school tie” networks, the social bonds of the Mafia, and the like – and to claim that what remains can be made consistent by developing “bonding” social capital (ties between people who are similar to each other on ascribed characteristics) where it is appropriate and “bridging social capital” (ties between people who are dissimilar to each other on ascribed characteristics) where that is appropriate, and that these two will not normally get in each other’s way. Woolcock (1998) has added the concept of “linking” social capital (ties between people with different levels of power, resources, status or ties to others). This is slightly more sophisticated than the very simple “all good things go together” argument implicit in Putnam’s early formulations (e.g. Putnam 1995), but not by much.


The distinction between bonding, bridging and linking is inadequate. For bonding runs together the two strongly socially integrated solidarities; bridging might describe individualism or the tie sets of higher status individuals in hierarchies; linking might be found in any of the solidarities save for enclave. Rather, the concept of social capital should be broken up into the four mechanical solidarities.


Applying the present approach would produce a richer and better grounded classification of forms, would recognise that each has strengths and weaknesses in respect of different outcomes that matter for well-being. Figure 12 sets out an application of the approach to the social network “signatures” of the four mechanical solidarities. By “signature”, I mean the archetypical sociometric features of the social network patterns that the underlying institutions of the solidarity elicit among friends, acquaintances, colleagues, employers and employees, etc.

Figure 12: Network signatures of the basic institutional forms of social organisation 







The theoretical approach presented here would also call for more finely grained interpretations of the empirical literature by arguing that the very forms that conduce most effectively to, for example, certain outcomes may undermine certain others (6, 2002b; 6, forthcoming, b).


For example, Granovetter’s famous (1973, 1995 [1974], 1982) argument about the importance of weak ties for labour market attainment would be seen to describe individualistic settings well. However, for more hierarchical settings, such as the Chinese labour market, where ties of guanxi are important for attainment, it works less well (Bian, 1999): more hierarchical settings in Europe and north America are probably also less well described by the “strength of weak ties” hypothesis. That is to say, the appropriate network strategy and configuration for securing some material conditions of well-being is dependent on the prevailing balance of forms of social organisation Again, Wenger’s (1997a,b, 2000; Wenger et al, 2000) findings on causal links between different kinds of networks among older people and their health and economic prosperity outcomes can be read as suggesting that while isolates do worst, a range of more complex balances of advantages and disadvantages attend those in other solidarities. Indeed, there appear to significant benefits to strongly tied networks for some people, but if during the course of their adult lives they have pursued the building of extensive weakly tied acquaintance, they might find it difficult to make the network transition to a quite different configuration by the time when the onset of frailty is an imminent prospect (6, 1997a). Community development may require that some leaders be individualists with weak ties outside their communities, but it also typically either calls for or else aims for dense and enclaved connections among community members, which may conflict with network requirements for enhancing employability among the same population.


Faced with such conflicts, policy makers must strike settlements, by engaging in crafting and designing policy mixes that that at least minimise the network harms that they recognise in respect of each of these outcomes. To tell them to enhance “social capital” or to optimise their interventions that impact upon social structure for enhancing “well-being” is useless, for they must choose which kinds of social capital and which kinds of well-being they care about most and which least and why, and then engage in complex and iterative design processes to sustain fragile coalitions for policy mixes that will have to give some articulation to several rival commitments, goals and norms.


The tools available to governments with which to influence personal social networks are often rather blunt, but governments do have such tools. Services can influence networks, especially when they are consumed collectively, as are education, some social services, some punishments for offenders, and some interventions such as job clubs, some group befriending schemes, or bussing and redistricting for schools to influence the social mix of the intake, or when they are deliberately designed to create ties, such as individual mentoring programmes, or to create spaces for networks to develop, as where land use planning powers are used to create pedestrian areas with priority for pavement cafés, or simply to support contact between people already tied in some way, as in the case of transport policy. Such tools will have their intended effects to some degree, but will also have unintended effects. For example, community development interventions to create new formal organisations may indeed create network structures of the desired kinds, but some people may spin off into other network forms in reaction against or exhaustion with these schemes. Finally, there are many other programmes and policies, not specifically intended to affect social network forms at all, but which have important unintended effects upon social networks. For example, one of the unintended consequences of the deregulation of collective transport systems in the UK in the 1980s and 1990s seems to have been the declining availability and rising price of bus connections to rural areas, which must have placed social ties under some strain in parts of the country. Figure 13 lists some of the key tools by the solidarities they are intended to foster, but the reader should remind herself that each – as well as quite other policies – will have unintended consequences by which some people spin off into each of the other three solidarities.


Unfortunately, we lack a sound based of evidence upon which we might make robust assessments of the efficacy of these interventions separately, and the balance of intended and unintended consequences, in terms of the network forms of the mechanical solidarities and the institutional structures that underpin them. Worse than this, we lack, to an even greater degree, evidence about the interaction effects of deploying combinations of these policies and programmes toward geographical communities or more widely dispersed communities of interest. Nor we have rich understandings of how we might measure what counted as a rough balance of input and effort between categories of tools. This makes it very difficult for policy makers to think through with any rigour, the ways in which they might design combinations that might reflect or support different kinds of organic solidarity. Yet the weight of the evidence about the importance of different configurations of social networks for different kinds of thriving makes it important that policy can evaluated and designed in the register of its impacts upon social structure.

Figure 13: Tools by which government can influence social networks

	Social regulation

(
	( Social integration


	Isolate

Service interventions to provide material resources to individuals or households separately: traditional cash benefit programmes, some domiciliary care programmes


	Hierarchy

Service interventions to create formal organisations: some community development, some micro-economic development, some intermediate treatment programmes; service interventions to create tutelary relations: some whole group mentoring (e.g. whole class in a school), some public health promotion programmes

Regulation to require certain types of network to submit to surveillance or authorisation: equal opportunities; some mandatory group work in probation; regulation to mandate supervised social mixing, e.g. redistricting or bussing in school intake

	Individualism

Service interventions to support new one-to-one ties: some individual peer mentoring and “buddying” schemes; interventions or to support existing ties: public transport; service interventions to support individual risk taking: some micro-economic support to self-employment; service interventions to support capacities for independence from groups e.g. drug resistance education

Regulation to create spaces for small group casual interaction: land use planning for city centre pedestrian areas with priority for pavement cafés
	Enclave

Service interventions to create dense clubs among similarly situated people: youth clubs, job clubs for unemployed people, lunch clubs for older people, some group befriending programmes, use of peer public health education among illicit drug users

Regulation to segregate people by ascribed characteristics: e.g. specialist housing for older people or single parents, land use planning for clustering of businesses in same industry, separate group supported housing for asylum seekers



Therefore, policy makers must grope incrementally in this field. They – and even more importantly, those with responsibility for local implementation who also have discretion to develop local plans – must follow what designers regard as good design practice (see the rich ethnographic account in Schön, 1987, esp ch.3). However, unlike most architects and product designers, they must do this iteratively over the whole life cycle of policy formulation, intervention, implementation, evaluation and re-crafting, and iut must be done at every level in the policy process, including by those charged with oversight of local implementation. Designers at any level must begin with some rough scheme of aspirations, based on priority harms to be corrected (e.g. combating, as a priority, social isolation and fostering greater individualism for those in the labour market in greatest need of weak ties, while at the same time combating isolation through more enclave forms for elderly people at greatest risk of vulnerability). Then they must, as designers do, be prepared to break up the overall priorities by accommodating other priorities locally, and by building in detection systems on how people actually respond to what is provided – for example, the possibility of indirect effects such as enclave-oriented policies actually being only temporary positions for those upon whom they are targeted, who then use the resources gained to move to other solidarities. 


On this view of the tools of public policy, then, attention to the detectors – those tools that gather intelligence - is if anything of even greater importance than attention to the effectors – the tools for intervening to bring about substantive change by direct means (Hood, 1983). In conditions of such ignorance and uncertainty, the key challenge is to design into the programmes, some systems of intelligence gathering that might enable those charged with implementation to identify the imperatives for and the opportunities for and also the barriers to the key relationships between the policies that matter for the different kinds of organic solidarity – separation, defined spheres of provisional toleration, interdependency through exchange and comprise or mixing of forms.


Most importantly from the point of view of considering social network effects upon well-being and not merely upon material utility or outcomes, policies will, the present argument requires, have to craft and re-craft into their programmes instruments that gather intelligence about the sense-making of those upon whom policies and programmes are targeted. That is to say, we need to know much more about the lay classifications of the experience of receiving services or being affected by regulatory activity, and how people fit these recognitions into their conceptions of the course of their lives more generally. This requires much more than conventional attitudinal research on public acceptance of and satisfaction with programmes.


Incrementalism (Lindblom, 1959, 1979) is too often regarded – especially by central governmental policy makers – either with derision, or else with weary resignation, as something second-best to which we must resort because more rational methods are sadly if temporarily unavailable to us. However, the view of public policy offered by the approach presented here is quite different. First of all, the tools of public policy are ones that have their effects, not in any mechanical way because of the intrinsic nature of the tools, but because of the context in which they are deployed (Linder and Peters, 1998), and much of what is important in that context is the nature of the social organisation within which that deployment is made sense of. Once we recognise that sense-making is what matters most in shaping what a policy is (Yanow, 1996), and that it is not in any direct way under the control of policy, but shaped by social organisation in ways that government policy can influence only indirectly, then the issue becomes one of distinguishing between more and less intelligent incremental practice. What follows from the present argument is that incremental practice is likely, on balance, to be more intelligent to the extent that it designs into policies and programmes detectors for sense-making and for interactions between policies that alert policy makers and implementers to the kinds of linkages that matter most for the different kinds of organic solidarity, and that make clear to policy makers and to the wider publics, the nature of the trade-offs between rival conceptions of well-being and between the well-being of differently situated populations.


In crafting policy and tools to influence patterns of friendship and acquaintance for well-being, it is vital to avoid the hubris of grand social engineering. Rather, it is important to focus attention on building into policies, programmes and to each of the tools identified in Figure 13, capabilities for gathering intelligence, and also occasions and opportunities for using that intelligence to recraft those programmes. 

Second example: privacy

To bring out some other forms of the practical usefulness to policy makers of this theoretical approach, we may briefly consider issues of privacy in the context of public services. Once again, in no sense is this a comprehensive treatment of the policy issues (see e.g. 6, 1998a). Instead, I focus quite narrowly on the currently rather topical and controversial question of proposals greater sharing and matching of personal data across public services in pursuit of more joined or up or holistic government (Performance and Innovation Unit, 2002; 6, 1997b; 6 et al, 2002), and their acceptability to service users and to the wider public, in the context of longstanding sensitivities about abuse of power and now of human rights legislation which enshrines a general right to privacy. There are well-known arguments of efficiency and effectiveness in the packaging and personalisation of services, as well as for the detection of crime and fraud. However, given recent developments in European data protection law which have been implemented in the UK in the 1998 Act, and the apparently growing importance of privacy concerns during the 1990s in the context of the development of online retailing and other services, it is of some importance for policy makers to understand how different sections of the public think about privacy and data sharing.


Privacy is important in several ways for well-being (6, 1998b). Directly, privacy contributes to well-being because it is, by definition, the absence of at least partial protection against certain kinds of risk of the abuse of information about oneself to one’s disadvantage or at least to one’s public indignity. Indirectly, data privacy contributes to well-being through being part of a wider set of social practices of private life generally, including affording a space that is, in normal circumstances, a more or less secluded zone in which one is not under surveillance and therefore facing the kinds of stresses that flow from excessive accountability – a form of extreme social integration, in Durkheimian terms – with its socially disorganising consequences. Moreover, privacy both provides a space for engaging in certain kinds of sense-making. Private life is itself part of the content of wider narratives about the life course and about relationships with others through which we make sense of our lives (Westin, 1967; Schoeman, 1992)


Until recently, most empirical research on which policy makers have actually drawn in this field has been taken from quantitative surveys (see e.g. 6 et al, 1998). These are useful, of course, but the nature of a closed-question data gathering exercise is that it is a relatively blunt instrument for understanding sense-making. For if we are understand how people situate their understanding of benefits and of risks to themselves in the context of their conceptions of their life course, their expectations, their relations with others and their relations to institutions, we need – it has been argued – to see this in the context of their position in social organisation. For this, either very elaborate and expensive quantitative work is required, or else qualitative work is needed. In research conducted for the British government, I developed an application of the present theoretically grounded approach which, in my view, best explained the data obtained in the course of a programme of qualitative research using focus group discussions, on how these risks are organised by people differently situated vis-à-vis social institutions in the course of their sense-making (6, 2002a).


Figure 14: How the basic features of the situations, that people find themselves in, shape the way people frame and make sense of privacy risks



There is not space here to present that research in detail. However, Figure 14 presents the application of the theory, by showing how the moderate and the extreme or more disorganising situations in social organisation produced sense-making around privacy risk that is articulated around quite distinct tropes, images, aspirations and expectations, which are very briefly summarised in the entries in the cells. Consider, for example, the extreme isolate cell in the matrix. Here, we find many – though of course by no means all – long term benefit claimants, whose experience of public services and their handling of their personal information is essentially demeaning but arbitrary. They had as many tales of failures of data sharing as they had of data matching, which one summed up with the simple statement, “I think that if it’s against you then they work together. But if it’s for your benefit, you are trying to find them then they don’t work together!” (6, 2002a, 18). Privacy aspirations fitted into the narrative of their aspirations only in terms of a distant dream of greater control, while privacy risk was situated firmly within their experience of indignity and arbitrary, even random, handling of their personal information by organisations with respect to the actions of which, they were basically passive or else supplicants, something they felt keenly. This can be compared this with the ways in which the self-employed males made sense of their recognitions of privacy in their dealing with government.. As infrequent users of public services, mainly as taxpayers rather than as service recipients, for whom independence was a central commitment and rationale for their situation, their initial position was that privacy claims were suspect. Oonly someone with something to hide – by implication, wrongful that ought not to be hidden – would, they initially declared, be interested in privacy. However, even they could not maintain this position, as they recognised  in the course of their discussion that it would in fact make no sense of their actual commitments, practices and situations with their personal information, and would lead to unacceptable social disorganisation. In essence, the extreme position served as a gambit by which they established their own legitimacy and invited others to do the same. Mostly, then, they moved to a position of privacy risks as in the main, inconveniences, which they felt confident enough in their own self-efficacy and in the non-arbitrariness of governmental systems, that they could manage for themselves, get errors corrected, and so forth. Without considering every cell, it should be clear that the recognition of privacy risks and benefits in connection with the sharing of personal data between agencies carrying out public services is located in larger practices of sense-making, which are in turn and more fundamentally, the achievements of social organisation.


This kind of analysis is valuable for policy makers in several ways. First, it provides policy makers with a much clearer framework for defining the policy problem as being one about plural practices of well-being through rival commitments to sense-making than do traditional survey-based segmentations of the population by mere attitudes to privacy as “privacy pragmatist” “privacy fundamentalist” and “privacy unconcerned”. Secondly, it shows much more richly the full range of claims and stakes that differently situated groups and individuals have in pressing privacy claims of different kinds in different contexts. 


Thirdly, it enables policy makers to locate all of their colleagues within the systems of information governance on the social map, not just by attitudes, which is shallow and error-prone, but by their actual situation. While some law enforcement and counter-fraud groups of policy makers will show extreme authority situations, many central civil servants will be more likely to look for the explicit, formal regulated balance given their more distant relationship with enforcement or service provision, while data protection regulators are more likely, given their human rights grounding and structural independence, to be located in that cell where privacy as injustice will come to seem more intelligible; finally, many frontline staff will be divided between experiencing privacy risk for their clients as something beyond control, precisely because the operation of data systems is, from their perspective, out of control.; and so on.


In short, one of this things that this approach provides that is of direct practical use is a way of understanding the internal variety of the policy process within the system of governance itself. This enables policy makers who wish to, to construct two versions of the matrix, one showing the distribution of commitments and locations internally and one showing the distribution of different groups among the service users and wider publics to whom they are accountable, and a way of registering relative intensity of preferences and fears. By offering these facilities, the approach enables policy makers to consider the risks any policy settlement will face in the round, and to begin to consider the interdependencies between choices they might make affecting people in each of the cells, both within  the public services and among wider constituencies.


In an earlier section, it was argued that one consequence of the ways in which each of the basic forms of social organisation sustains certain kinds of well-being for some people is that each also, inversely, produces distinct forms of ill-being including a distinct form of social exclusion. Consideration of the case of privacy shows that one of the forms of ill-being sustained in each solidarity is a distinct form of what we might without too much exaggeration call excessive inclusion, or the excessive and socially disorganising form of excessive surveillance and informational accountability to others, not least to organisations of governance. This recognition provides policy makers with, in my view, a richer conception of just what ill-being really is. For “social exclusion”, if the expression is understood as describing a state rather than a process, tends to suggest something that is the equivalent within social policy discourse of the mediaeval outlaw – the person outside society. Applying this approach both to issues of what is unfortunately called social capital and to what we recognise as privacy concerns will, however, enable policy makers to realise that, understood in the round, social exclusion should be seen as plural, and the peculiar product of rival forms of social disorganisation that are all contained within the overarching system of social organisation that also produces well-being. This is of course, a development of Durkheim’s once-scandalous arguments to this effect about both crime and suicide (1982 [1895], 1984 [1893], 1951 [1897]).


The point here is not that it yields a specific answer about where and how to strike the balance between the imperative for effectiveness and integration in public services, on the one hand, and various claims for protection against privacy on the risk, or, perhaps better, how to relate the two goals to each other. But it does provide a much richer understanding of the dynamics, and not just the statics, of the problem, and of the relationships between the various tools one might deploy, which might dislodge people from one solidarity to others, and not necessarily to the solidarities to which  one hopes they will repair.

Conclusion: public policy and well-being

A central aim of this paper is to argue for a particular conception of well-being and to make the case for its implications for public policy.


However, implicitly, an aim of the paper is to argue against a very common conception of human well-being, shared widely across such disciplines as economics, public health, occupational psychology and criminology. That is the idea that well-being is  a state or a condition; that its elements are mutually consistent and even mutually reinforcing; that developing public policy to pursue well-being is akin to a technical exercise of optimising a variable, in which one can define the desired state and then work back through all the causal levers in the fields of civil peace, law and order, employment and employability, health, education, occupational safety, environmental safety, and so on, to design a comprehensive and optimal policy mix which will produce a set of outcomes in which people will, provided these institutions can be maintained, be expected to live as well as their genetic or psychological endowments and the vicissitudes of brute luck will afford. On this view, the role of the intellectual, and specifically of the social scientist are policy scientist, is to survey each of these fields, identify strategies, and assemble the list ready for the politician to take it over and transform it into a series of policies, programmes, measures or initiatives.


The point of arguing for the conception of well-being as strategies of organic solidarity, in which rival forms of social organisation are brought to provisional and fragile, probably temporary settlement, is to show that not a single element of this common understanding of human well-being is correct. Well-being is neither a state nor a condition. It is a process, and a deeply, irreducible political one at that. Far from its elements being mutually consistent, they are rivalrous and in conflict, so that only politics can strike settlements between them: no technical or technocratic exercise of analysis can do this, because there is no “optimal” settlement or “mix” that can be defined in advance of the political process. For only the political process – including its continuation into the implementation of policies and their scrutiny by the media and by politicians and interest groups – can gather the kind of intelligence required to make those settlements. For what makes aspects of health, employment and so on actually matter for well-being is that they are organised, refracted, filtered, selected, articulated and even mobilised through sense-making, and the only way to develop rich and rounded appreciations of how people make sense of their lives that are robust enough for making policy with, is actually to engage in politics (Crick, 1964 [1962]; Gamble, 2000). Once that is understood, then it the idea has to be rejected that public policy consists in the deployment of a set of tools that have the same consequences and meanings irrespective of the shape of the social organisation within which they are received or used, and that policy making consists in designing a set of institutions, which once done, leave all the work of distributing well-being to individual genetics, psychological make-up, natural merit and simple luck. On the contrary, because policies are themselves exercises in creative collective conciliation in sense-making, they are constantly remade. There is no period after policies have been put in place, during which they either work or they do not, without further action by policy makers save for “communicating” the policy. Rather, policy making just is politics, before during and after the instauration of particular measures. In this way, attending to effectors or “interventions” is not the only priority, and indeed, without designing detectors that enable the whole process to gather intelligence and political judgment, results in futility or else the dangerous hubris of the technocrat. Moreover, policy “is as she is spoken”: the daily practices of those who produce it in the streets and through the drains, and their variations according to their own situation in social organisation, produce the meaning of the policy.


Policy “as she is spoken” returns us to the point at which we began – namely, the activity of making sense of experience. This is something that we can only do through social and political organisation, even  though the process of social and political organisation is one of the most difficult things of which to make sense (Dunn, 2000). Each of the basic forms of social organisation has its own style of sense-making, its own peculiar narrative forms and ritual order. The vulnerability of these styles of sense-making is that, in the case of the three active solidarities, they can turn into dogmatic, hubristic and intolerant ways of making meaning. In the case of the passive solidarity of the isolate, the risk is simply of decreasing meaning. In each case, whenever people relentlessly pursue the development of the institutions they understand best and can most readily make sense of, to the point that they extrude all other forms, the tragic irony sets in that they produce such disorganisation that their own narratives cease to maintain the very coherence that people in these situations are seeking. In the long run it has been argued, well-being in the long run is practised through settlements between these forms. But settlements are, at least at first blush, less easy to understand that the elements between which they strike accommodations. Both their fragility and their complexity raise risks  that sense-making will be undermined by opacity, arbitrariness and banality. The styles of sense-making that are possible in and sustained by organic solidarity – separation, exchange, tolerated spheres and compromise – are indeed complex and fragile narratives reflecting complex and fragile social arrangements of tolerance, multiple faiths or identities and discordant architectures cheek by jowl in crowded, designed civic spaces that are renegotiated rather than design. The fact that the alternative ways of making sense are, if anything even more dangerous, even more vulnerable to processes of the corrosion of shared meaning is of central importance. It is not only a reminder that there are tragic conflicts at the centre of any practice of well-being and that the task of politics as the only means we have of sustaining those practices, is to prevent or at any rate contain the worst tragic losses. Crucially, it provides the elements of an account of political responsibility. The collective responsibility of citizens, in politics, is to develop practices by which the rival ways of making sense can form social anthologies, rather than simply mutually incomprehensible tracts. But how are social anthologies edited? As Durkheim (1995 [1912]) showed, in the development of sense-making, practices make stories possible by creating contexts in which they can be told and understood as stories with application whether metaphorical or entertaining or satirical or subversive; in particular, he showed, rituals make cognition and narrative possible. Aristotle’s (1991) account of the institutional roots of the tropes used by orators makes much the same point. Goffman’s work on everyday life makes the same movement from the ritual order (1967b) to the ways in which we “frame” (make sense) that quotidian experience (1986 [1974]): only the ritual context makes it possible to appreciate which “key” a narrative of experience is conducted in. What we need to understand, if we want to know about the social basis of well-being, then, is the range of ritual forms that can sustain each of the styles of organic solidarity.


Rituals of separation, exchange, the making of tolerated spheres of negotiation, and of compromise then, are the social institutions that are at a premium in the grounding of well-being. Anthropology has documented the ritual order that characterises the mechanical solidarities in some detail, but there is a also an ethnographic record of ritual practices that sustain forms of organic solidarity. Consider, for example, the most important early work in the social anthropological study of ritual and its wider social significance – namely, van Gennep’s Rites de passage (1960 [1908]). This original study of rituals marking the transitions between life stages in the life course can be read rather differently once we appreciate why some societies feel the pressure to pay attention to such transitions. For some of the societies from which van Gennep drew his examples from his overview of the ethnographic data available to him are societies in which there are structural conflicts between groups defined around age. For example, in societies in which young males provide the key economic resource of physical labour around which, if the rest of the society were not careful, control of power might coalesce almost exclusively, it becomes vital to ensure that other groups, not least older males can control some power, and by which at least some older women can assert some authority (compare Douglas 1977 [1963], who argued that the structure of inter-generational conflict among the Lele structured the imperatives to which key strands in the ritual order were responses for the institutionalisation of cohesion between rival solidarities within the society). The transitions into and out of age-status groups such as that of the young males can therefore become ways of marking narratives about the total course of the life in ways that sustain, in part emotionally, bonds between age-groups that might sustain either separation, exchange, tolerated spheres or compromise, and so sustain well-being through organic solidarity. Van Gennep’s case of the Masai (1960 [1908], 84-87) is an example. A pastoralist cattle-oriented society is one in which older males find it hard to secure control over resources and continuing access to authority. Masai initiation rites, as van Gennep describes them drawing on Merker and Hollis, involve both role play for the young males as women, and joint feasting with the older men, and the timing of initiation for each young man is dependent on the timing of his father’s undergoing a comparable rite of passage into the status of old man, thus creating some recognition of the role of others, sustaining some separation but also exchange, perhaps as a precursor to larger institutional settlements over authority and power between age- and status-groups.


In technologically more complex societies, too, there are ritual forms that sustain organic solidarity. Political and business negotiations are highly ritualised processes, with prescribed ways of performing introductions, opening and closing, making offers and submitting to arbitration, and quite prescribed forms of rhetoric such as the formal press conference, the final communiqué from the summit meeting, the launch conference. Sometimes, there is a deal of improvisation about the ritual order that sustains organic solidarity between conflicting institutionally defined groups with quite different mechanical solidarity. Peck et al (forthcoming) show how a joint commissioning body created between local government and the National Health Service in the county of Somerset worked by creating, in rather improvised manner, a ritual order through which the hierarchical community of the health and local authority leadership could sustain a tolerated sphere for defined and limited negotiation with individualist and isolate general practitioners and enclaved user and carer movement representatives. In his study on  public political ceremonial – a special case of ritual, not to be confused with ritual in general – Kertzer (1988, 135-140) describes the ways in which, after the murder by the Brigade Rosi in 1978, the left and right found ways to create a public ceremonial by which to try to bind together a splintering and fracturing polity, even in defiance of the wishes of the family of the murdered politician; in the end, it did not wholly fail in this endeavour.


This is not to argue that “our society needs more rituals”, and that there is or could be some relationship between quantity of ritual and well-being. Indeed, all societies use ritual, and say that any one society is richer in ritual than another is literally absurd: societies differ in the ritual effort around particular activities and in the balance between quotidian ritual and lavish public ceremonial, but that is a quite different and rather secondary matter, of no great concern while we are interested in well-being.  In any case, it is the kind of ritual and the extent of its institutionalisation in organic solidarity, not the extent of effort socially put into rituals as whole that matter for well-being. Rather, the argument is that societies need to pay keenest attention to rituals of those forms that sustain settlements, while accepting that each of the mechanical solidarities will surely sustain their ritual forms in any case. The challenge for the society as a polity is to create contexts for sense-making in which people in conflicting organisational ways of living can somehow identify meaningful shared lives.


Intelligent policy and politics, then, must be centrally concerned with the ritual order by which we sustain the settlements required for well-being in the unavoidable context of fundamental conflict between forms of social organisation. It is, on this neo-Durkheimian view, a misguided and dangerous view of public policy that it is only an exercise in the optimising of certain specifiable and measurable goals, such as national wealth or productivity or distributional equity or the reduction of crime or even self-reported happiness. That these things have their place is not to be gainsaid. However, in no society can policy be exclusively concerned with such things. That would be either an highly hierarchical view or else, depending on what exactly was to be optimised as a priority, an rigidly individualist claim: a society that did operate in that way would be, as the Soviet Union with its target-driven five years plans was or as is the British National Health Service is, extremely fragile and vulnerable either to corruption (in the case of the USSR) or else to exhaustion and systematic misrepresentation of activity to be seen to be meeting the optimands (as the NHS shows). Policy must sustain sense-making through enabling people to develop and indeed innovate within ritual forms (contra Bell, 1997, it is misguided to insist that rituals do not change: in fact, rituals are subject to constant inventiveness: Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983) through which they can strike the settlements necessary for well-being.


Moreover, policies are themselves stories, narratives, exercises in making sense (Yanow, 1996; Apthorpe, 1997). As documents and announcements, as aspirations, and also as commitments of resources and as inter-organisational structures, the work that a policy does is done through offering people a way,  not wholly institutionalised but in the process of being subjected to efforts in institutionalisation, of situating their experience and their work, their relations with colleagues or neighbours and of marking out future time against the calendar set in the policy. Without this, policies are literally meaningless, certainly unimplementable, and do not provide the basis for anything more than the most abstract and hypothetical calculation in “policy analysis” which (all too typically) proves to be wide of any of the impacts of a similar measure in different contexts or settings. More important, by providing route maps for aspired-to futures, by defining memberships of and exclusions from the polity, by creating expectations among beneficiaries and payers alike, what a policy does is sustain some settlement between ways of organising and the interests that they create, and it does through its story-telling or wider (attempted) fixing of meanings. Only something that does that can have any lasting or substantive impact on well-being.


In no way do I suggest that policy concern with the material conditions for well-being is not important. Of course the enhancement of employment, health, environmental safety, technological safety, community safety, and all the rest are important. Indeed, achievement of these outcomes are necessary to long run improvement in such variables as quality of life and thriving. But it must be recognised that the conditions in which these things might be pursued will themselves come into conflict, and not only because resources are scarce and we must set priorities. Moreover, even if these material things were all mutually consistent and could be fitted into one of those virtuous circles so beloved of consultants, this would never be the same as achieving well-being. It is quite possible for a people to live in material plenty, extraordinary physical safety and a modicum of environmental safety, and yet find that the very forms of social organisation that have produced these good things for many of their fellow citizens are themselves producing social disorganisation, both exclusion and over-inclusion. Moreover, this will happen in ways that will sooner or later rebound on those who fondly imagine that they no longer share the same fate as their less secure fellow citizens, in a variety of ways but in the short run in the rising costs of certain institutions of collective protection of some citizens against others. These dynamics can be found throughout human history, from the ways in which the hierarchical ordering between and within metropolitan heartlands of the Roman empire sustained extraordinary levels of material well-being at the expense of many in rural hinterland and the periphery in ways that ultimately corroded the whole order, to the problems that beset the United States today, or those that beset – to pick an enclaved rather than an individualist system – Cuba. 


If the arguments are accepted that all good things do not go together, that tragic conflicts are ineliminable, that even the priority for avoiding harm has only heuristic value since it too is subject to tragic choices between priority harms, then the relationship of public policy to well-being must be understood crucially on two axes – namely, public policy for conciliating between rival forms of social organisation and their practices of sense-making, and public policy  - itself political action and not technical intervention at every stage – as sense-making. 


Policy is best understood, at its best – namely, when it is conducted in pursuit of organic solidarity of some kind – as  the negotiation of mutual expectations in the pursuit of institutionalisation of settlements between solidarities in order to bolster the less extreme and disorganising forces, incrementally on the basis of the balance of social organisation a population finds itself in.


 What, then, can this approach offer policy makers interested in well-being? It can offer them no less and no more than any body of intellectual labour can offer policy makers – namely, a richer way to conceive of framing the problem and of framing the inter-relationships between problems (Schön and Rein, 1994), different tools, and different forms of social organisation. To ask for more than is, I would argue, for politicians to abdicate their responsibility for the conduct of political process by which settlements are really struck, and for social scientists to engage in a dangerous hubris. On the other hand, what this approach offers is neither trivial nor simply gloomy. To aspire to richer understandings of the dynamics by which problems are related to each other and of the nature of policy tools is surely one of the highest ambitions of the policy sciences. The recognition of the inevitability of tragic conflicts is not, properly understood, disabling. Rather, it is a pointer to thinking more deeply about just how incompatible forms of organisation and their values and claims can in practice be related and how settlements can in practice be struck. That is the point of the theory of forms of organic solidarity offered here. Secondly, it is a spur to thinking afresh about how to describe and how to cultivate among policy makers the nature of the craft skills of iterative design and redesign, at many levels throughout a social and policy system, as accommodation of rival claims, through which we can politically reframe and make new sense of our shared and institutionally shaped lives (Schön, 1987). 


And that is, I have tried to show, what well-being as a social process is fundamentally about.
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