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1. Analysis 

 

What is the relationship between preference satisfaction and well-being? 

 

Objective list theories (on which preferences have nothing essential to do with well-being) and 

manifest preference satisfaction theories (on which there’s nothing to well-being save manifest 

preference satisfaction) are arguable each unpalatable. But is there a stable alternative? 

 

If there is to be a stable alternative, then there must be some criterion by which we can 

judge which counts: this will presumably track some property (or properties) which all and 

only the appropriate preferences possess. This analysis identifies a concept, defined by the 

role it plays in our moral thinking, which I shall call ‘authenticity’. (One might also call it 
‘[local] autonomy’, or ‘procedural independence’.) 

 

Conceptions of authenticity will be particular proposals for identifying the property which 

plays that role… 

 

… and reflecting on that role allows us to identify some desiderata for such a conception: 

 

 It must imply that someone’s own preferences should play a central role in 

determining what contributes to their well-being… 

 … and that not all preference-satisfaction contributes to our lives going well… 

 … while according (to some extent, anyway) with what we say about the paradigm 

cases that motivate the search for a concept of authenticity in the first place… 

 … and doing so in a way which is neither ad hoc nor too theoretically costly. 

 
 

2. Criteria 

 

Some conceptions (ie proposals for criteria) which fail to meet these desiderata: 

 

 Preferences are inauthentic if formed through a ‘purely causal process’. 

 Preferences are inauthentic if caused by some other agent. 

 Preferences are authentic only if we consciously form them. 

 Preferences are authentic only if we are conscious of their formation. 

 Preferences are authentic only if they belong to the ‘true self’. 
 

There’s a pattern to their failure. It suggests that we might be in danger of conceptual 

gerrymandering: we try to find some ostensibly content-neutral criterion picking out all and 

only the ‘right’ preferences, but what we’re really doing is manifesting our commitment to 

some particular set of things which we think people ought to prefer; in which case, we ought 

just to focus on that, and acknowledge that in fact neither authenticity nor preference-

satisfaction plays a central role in determining what makes one’s life go well. 

  

Question: is there a non-gerrymandered conception of authenticity to be found? 
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3. Authenticity and Covert Explanation 

 

My proposal: 

 

Authenticity: A preference is inauthentic iff its explanation is covert. 

Covert explanation: An explanation for an agent’s preference is covert iff, qua 

explanation, it is necessarily hidden from an agent. 

o Perhaps because the true cause is kept hidden from the agent… 

o … or perhaps it is only a true (and full) explanation of a preference insofar as it is 

hidden. 

In general the idea that things go wrong when the explanation is both as a matter of fact 

hidden, and its being the right explanation depends on its being so. 

 

This satisfies the desiderata set out above. And, crucially, it does so in a way which avoids 

the charge of gerrymandering. It is precisely our concern for the authority of the first-

person perspective when it comes to questions about what makes someone’s life go well 
that forces us to think that something goes awry when the explanation someone gives from 

that perspective deviates from the true explanation as given by an ideally-placed third 

person. 


