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Edward F. Fischer, The Good Life: Aspiration, Dignity and the 
Anthropology of Well Being. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
pp. 263, 2015. 

With this fascinating study of the decision-making processes by which people create 
the good life, Edward Fischer aims to establish a ‘positive’ anthropology of well-being. 
Notably, well-being is not a new area of study; it is as old as the classical philosophers’ 
interrogation of the good life, or eudaimonia. But Fischer’s study is neither a historical 
nor a philosophical interrogation of that ancient concept, but an engagement with 
eudaimonia through the methods of ‘happiness economics’. For anthropologists, he 
advocates the use of mixed methods for a new comparative analysis of well-being (the 
principle subject of happiness economics), which can embrace the widely different 
social and economic conditions of the German social market economy and Guatemalan 
coffee growers. He shows readers that the good life in either Germany or Guatemala is 
won through rational economic choices that swing between alternate poles, aspiration 
on the one hand and dignity on the other.

As I read more deeply into Fischer’s book, I began to wonder if these paired 
concepts of his wide-ranging matrix could also resonate with the language that centres 
the debates of the post-2015 election analysis in the UK. Labour sought to become the 
party that values aspiration, finding everyday middle class political values as human 
universals. By comparison, the Conservatives positioned their party as champions of 
the dignity of working people. Fischer might have captured the spirit of the times, 
but if that were his aim then his sense of disciplinary advancement comes from other 
intellectual strategies than the straightforward explication of political dispositions 
in Germany and Guatemala, or the UK for that matter. If positive anthropology has 
comparative application in places other than Germany and Guatemala, then it would 
seem a time has arrived for an anthropological reckoning with the methods that enable 
happiness studies.

Fischer defines aspiration first by pairing it with opportunity, and then measures 
the conditions of opportunity that permit people to achieve their hopes. Aspiration 
is further deployed in his analysis by reference to Appadurai’s elaboration of specific 
aspirations as necessarily determined by the conditions that provide the capacity to 
aspire. It is in this general sense that Fischer defines aspiration as akin to the politics 
of hope (p.17). He ultimately equates hope and aspiration, not only as synonyms but 
also as concepts that scholars might operationalize in the same way under any social 
conditions.
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Despite two references to the moral philosopher Ruskin’s theory that dignity is key 
to the merchants’ vocation to improve the world through commerce, Fischer seems 
most concerned with dignity as an effect of fair trading (pp.91–93). In his fullest 
treatment of dignity in the second half of the book, he focuses on his research results 
from different sites in Guatemala garnered with rational actor theory, a methodological 
pillar of happiness economics (pp.160–168). Through the use of game theory, he learns 
how people apportion their self-interest against the benefits of sharing, finding dignity 
as a by-product of fair trading. At this point Fischer’s discussion ends, and the concept 
of dignity escapes the scope of the book.

In concluding The Good Life, Fischer aims to show that political ideology shapes 
the different social conditions that sustain people’s aspiration and create their dignity. 
He reports that Germany’s national labour policy pegs workers as the authors of their 
own futures with the right to protest working conditions that limit personal freedoms. 
He accounts for the variation in the results of ‘the ultimation game’ by referring to both 
the political histories of the different towns of the Guatemalan coffee growers in the 
study, and their shared national history of narco-politics. However, by the end, I wanted 
to know more about the methods of Fischer’s positive anthropology that can elucidate 
such political ideologies, especially as the reader of this book is left with more questions 
than answers about other people’s quest for the good life.

Karen M. Sykes 
University of Manchester

Stephen Gudeman, Anthropology and Economy.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 233, 2016. 

With Anthropology and Economy, Stephen Gudeman has provided us with a valuable 
resource for teaching and rethinking the study of economic life. His book fulfils two 
important purposes.

On the one hand, as an introductory text it successfully makes the case for economic 
anthropology as a discipline. Gudeman shows in highly accessible prose how surprising 
and illuminating the study of economic life really is, when carried out in a qualitative, 
open-ended and unashamedly comparative manner. For example, he explains the 
importance of ritual for hunters among the North American Cree, for Dobu yam 
farmers in 1920s New Guinea and for Iban rice cultivators in 1940s Borneo, only to 
subsequently show why ritual remains key for the ‘market magic’ that animates much 
buying and selling in the world’s most diversified economies today (pp.69–92). He 
also drives home the point that economic activity stretches far beyond conventionally 
studied market settings, and that its study must include the analysis of domestic life 
as well as kinship and community structures, which enable and influence commercial 
activity. It is particularly helpful that the author regularly intersperses his account with 
hypothetical interjections from a fictitious ‘over-the-shoulder economist’ (p.65), whose 
approaches and conclusions are contrasted to those of the book.

On the other hand, Anthropology and Economy synthesizes decades of Gudeman’s 
scholarship into an original model of economic activity, which differs explicitly from 
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conventional accounts of neoclassical economics and political economy. Drawing on 
his research with marginalized groups in Panama and the highlands of Colombia, 
the author begins his account of economics with a brief exploration of the divine. In 
these ethnographic settings, economic activity is understood as securing, transforming 
and remaking ‘la fuerza’, a concept translated as ‘vital energy’, ‘strength’ or ‘force’. 
Agricultural activity channels this strength from the natural environment, where it 
originally resides, into people’s houses, where it is transformed into productive entities 
such as food, tools, agricultural land, animals and human beings. Strictly speaking, 
people cannot create this strength or original wealth as it is a gift from God, yet their 
work remains necessary to convey and compose it in ways that enable reproduction 
(pp.28–29). Gudeman does not expect the particularities of ‘la fuerza’ to be universally 
valid, but he uses it to establish a model of the economy that draws attention to physical 
labour, sharing and house economies as the principal building blocks of economic 
activity.

He goes on to divide the rest of economic life into five value spheres, each of which 
‘secures and distributes wealth distinctively’ (p.5). These are the house, community, 
commerce, finance and meta-finance, defined as the ‘abstract instruments of finance that 
depend on the calculation of risk’ (p.19). The spheres become increasingly abstract the 
more removed they are from the original house economy. They also lie along a principal 
tension between house and market, which, according to the author, defines economic 
life in general. At one end we find the house as the sphere of original wealth, material 
activity, strong social relationships, mutuality, relative equality, non-instrumental 
behaviour, thrift, figurative reasoning and self-sufficiency. At the other end stands 
the market, defined by money, abstraction, weak social relationships, individualism, 
inequality, means-ends calculations and a desire for profit-seeking. While the house 
and market rely on one another, Gudeman warns that increasing market dominance 
risks destroying house economies. The book ends on policy recommendations aiming 
to stop this development by reducing economic inequality, mitigating environmental 
degradation and attenuating boom and bust cycles.

Some readers may have doubts as to whether the distinction between house 
economies and markets is as stark and encompassing as Gudeman’s model makes it out 
to be. Keith Hart, for example, has long argued that inequality is due to the institutions 
of ‘state capitalism’ rather than markets, and that money as a communicative technology 
bears significant emancipatory, even egalitarian potential. Similarly, the role of ritual 
in market settings may be more complex than presented in this book. While Gudeman 
stresses repeatedly that ritual fulfils a mystifying purpose by creating the illusion of 
mutuality so as to conceal harsh market realities (pp.9, 23, 72, 94, 102–104), its manifold 
other roles in diversified economies are only alluded to, without being developed in 
greater depth. That said, the book’s clear yet comprehensive model of economic activity 
will enable anthropologists to address these and other questions with a very broad 
audience, making Anthropology and Economy particularly valuable for years to come.

Felix Stein 
University of Edinburgh


