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What does it mean to redefine prosperity? A theory of 
definition for pathways to sustainable futures
Nikolay Mintchev

Institute for Global Prosperity, University College London, London, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT  
There is a growing body of literature arguing that we need to 
redefine prosperity – to move away from prosperity as economic 
wealth, and towards a new definition as quality of life for people 
and planet. While much work has been done on theories and 
methods for building sustainable prosperity, the process of 
redefinition at the level of meaning has received significantly less 
attention. Current arguments for redefining prosperity do not 
have a theory of definition despite raising multiple conceptual 
questions about what exactly is being redefined, what the 
conditions for redefining it are, and what the relationship is 
between redefining the word and redefining the thing. The article 
addresses these questions by developing a much-needed theory 
of definition for today’s debates on prosperity. It claims that the 
redefinition of prosperity is not a substitute of one definiens with 
another but a reconfiguration of elements in what Adorno called 
“a horizon of associations” at the levels of both language and 
social reality.

KEYWORDS  
Flourishing; thriving; 
wellbeing; ecology; social 
theory; Theodor Adorno

What does it mean to redefine something? New theories in academic writing are often 
articulated and presented in the mode of a redefinition. The array of concepts that 
have been redefined across different academic disciplines is vast, ranging from psychoso
cial care (Sockalingam, Leung, and Cassin 2020), mental illness (Jabr 2012) and critical 
illness (Maslove et al. 2022; Pelaia, Shojaei, and McLean 2023), to advertising (Kerr and 
Richards 2021), vulnerability (The Lancet 2020), masculinity (Enderstein and Boonzaier 
2015; Manley, Levitt, and Mosher 2007), and power relations in agri-food systems 
(Rossi, Bui, and Marsden 2019), just to name a few examples. The present article is specifi
cally concerned with the concept of prosperity, and the practice of redefining prosperity, 
which is at the centre of a growing intellectual and policy conversation on how to create 
pathways to sustainable futures.

The need to redefine prosperity is usually evoked to signal a move away from a domi
nant definition of prosperity as economic wealth and GDP-growth, and towards a new 
definition that prioritises quality of life for people and planet (e.g. Cassiers 2015; 
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Jackson 2017; Maxton and Randers 2016; McKeet 2019; Moore 2015; Moore and Mintchev 
2023; Moore and Woodcraft 2019; SEI & CEEW 2022; Sender et al. 2020; Soper 2020, 
Chapter 6; Sustainable Development Commission 2003). As Henrietta Moore argues, 

The redefinition of prosperity as a set of systemically interlinked political and social projects 
will require us to reshape how social and environmental impacts are conceived, measured 
and managed. It will potentially change the theory and practice of development by 
moving us away from the mainstream models of economic development based on growth 
assumptions. […] The focus would be on how to develop new cultural forms in diverse con
texts, socially innovative forms of ethical engagement, both within and between commu
nities. (Moore 2015, 804)

The argument for redefining prosperity (or sometimes rethinking, reinventing, reconcep
tualising or redesigning prosperity) is that a wealth/growth-focused model is not only 
unsustainable (because nothing material can grow infinitely), but also insufficient for 
addressing the big challenges of the twenty-first century. From climate change and 
environmental degradation to the erosion of good quality jobs and public services, we 
(as individuals, communities, cities, countries, and a planet) are facing problems that 
cannot be solved with bigger economies. It is for this reason that we need a new 
definition of prosperity – a definition that relinquishes what Bob Costanza (2022) refers 
to as our addiction to growth, and emphasises instead the need for innovative economic 
models, policies and mechanisms for social change that improve quality of life in a just 
and sustainable fashion.

There is an extensive body of literature that critiques the notion of prosperity as 
economic wealth and growth, and proposes various theories, methods, and metrics 
for understanding prosperity in its redefined form (Moore et al. 2023; see also 
Dalziel, Saunders, and Saunders 2018; Institute for Public Prosperity Research 2018; 
Jackson 2017; Jover and Wall 2019; Mintchev et al. 2019). There has also been a lot 
of pushback and resistance to the idea that prosperity can be achieved without 
growth, including sharp rejections and dismissals from political stakeholders, policy
makers and media (see Jackson 2017: Prologue). One topic that has received a lot 
less attention, however, is the process of redefinition and what it entails. The idea of 
redefining any concept, including prosperity, is a philosophically challenging one and 
it raises a number of unsettling questions that have both theoretical and methodologi
cal significance. The present article aims to address three questions that I think must be 
clarified for a theoretically robust and consistent understanding of the redefinition of 
prosperity. 

1. The process of redefinition is usually understood as substituting one definition with 
another (or one definiens with another, to be more precise). This linguistic operation, 
however, creates a demand for a third term based on the common denominator of the 
two definitions – a foundational shared element that allows the concept to maintain its 
identity in the face of definitional change (something that allows prosperity to still be 
prosperity after it is redefined, rather than becoming something else that requires a 
different name). Put slightly differently, the need for this third term emerges when 
we have to explain what exactly we are redefining when we redefine prosperity. 
How, then, do we resolve the tension between multiple levels of definition, given 
that as soon as we claim to create a new definition of prosperity, we simultaneously 

2 N. MINTCHEV



create demand for another, higher-level, definition of the concept as something that 
encompasses both the old and the new definitions (a need for a definition of prosper
ity as something that encompasses the two definitions as wealth and as flourishing)?

This question is particularly pertinent for prosperity as a novel category of academic 
and policy discourse that not all audiences are familiar with. While the meanings of 
more familiar concepts (such as that of economy, for example), tend to be intuitively 
understood even in the absence of a clear definition (Mintchev and Moore 2023, 58), 
the novelty of debates about prosperity often elicits questions about what prosperity 
means, not least from students. In the context of conversations about redefinition, this 
could be about what prosperity means prior to being redefined, after being redefined, 
or as something more general – an overarching category that encompasses both versions 
pre and post redefinition. To answer the question above, I emphasise that we need to 
change the lens through which we understand definitions altogether; we ought to relin
quish any assumption that the redefinition of prosperity is a linear replacement of one 
singular and fixed definition with another (Mintchev and Moore 2023). The position 
that I adopt in this article is that prosperity, both before and after it is redefined, is a 
multi-dimensional concept that combines various terms associated with narrow notions 
of economic affluence and broader notions of thriving. I subsequently elaborate this 
point using Theodor Adorno’s (2017, 198) notion of definition as a “horizon of associ
ations” – a multitude of meanings that form a dynamic and complex whole – which in 
turn allows us to see redefinition as a reconfiguration of elements in an assemblage, 
rather than the replacement of one singular element by another. 

2. Why are some concepts (e.g. vulnerability, masculinity, economic development, 
prosperity …) more susceptible to redefinition than others (e.g. walking, paper, 
mountain …)?

This question is addressed by drawing on recent research in psychology on concrete 
and abstract concepts (e.g. Borghi et al. 2017; Villani et al. 2019; Dove 2021; Löhr 2022). 
While concrete concepts have referents that are bounded and well-defined, abstract 
multi-dimensional concepts can refer to a multitude of things, meaning that they can 
only be understood concretely when they are articulated and understood in context 
(both semantic context and cultural context). A general definition of prosperity must 
remain open to multiple interpretations and adaptable to different contexts because 
any fixing of the definition amounts to an oversight, if not negation, of the complexity 
of the concept, the ways in which it is contested by people holding different political 
views, and the changing nature of the processes and experiences that it represents. As 
I argue in the last part of the article, it is only context-specific operational definitions 
that can be detailed and concrete, but these too have to be open to transformation in 
response to social change. The complex and abstract nature of concepts such as prosper
ity makes redefinition possible, but this also means that a robust understanding of pros
perity must include multiple definitions that link different scales, including the context- 
specific meso level where manifestations of prosperity appear in concrete forms 
(Moore and Mintchev 2023). 
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3. The process of redefining a concept requires stipulating or proposing a new definition. 
Yet, definitions of concepts that correspond to things in the social and material world 
are explicative, meaning that they describe the objective features of things in the 
world, rather than proposing or stipulating new features (see Watson 1985). How, 
then, is it possible to redefine something if this entails at once proposing a new 
definition in language and explicating the features of an objective reality that 
cannot be reduced to language?

To address this question, I turn to the relationship between nominal and real levels of 
definition (i.e. the level of defining words and their uses, and that of defining things in the 
social and material world). I argue that the two levels should be understood neither as 
separate, nor as identical, but as converging and diverging in different ways depending 
on whether we are talking about concrete or abstract concepts. Building on the discussion 
of complexity and abstractness/concreteness, I claim that the distinction between the real 
and the nominal becomes blurred when we deal with abstract and multi-dimensional 
concepts: the reference of such concepts cannot be delineated arbitrarily and indepen
dently of social and material conditions, but nor could it be established independently 
of linguistic and cultural constructs. The redefinition of prosperity, I argue, is both a 
real and a nominal process, involving transformation in discourse, as well as new configur
ations of governance, action, and experience in social and material reality.

In the concluding section of the article, I turn to the methodological question of how 
prosperity, as a category that is neither singular nor fixed, can be the subject of pro
grammes for research and action. I argue that to do this we must produce operational 
definitions at the meso level, while at the same time emphasising the intersection of 
definitions at different scales as a mechanism of avoiding a slip into arbitrariness.

Multiplicity, problematisation, horizon

As a starting point for theorising the redefinition of prosperity, it is useful to highlight that 
prosperity is a multi-dimensional concept that encompasses multiple associations of 
material wealth and more holistic notions of flourishing and thriving. Consider for 
example the top terms that people associate with prosperity according to the University 
of South Florida’s Free Association Norms data base (Nelson, McEvoy, and Schrreiber 
1998): in order of frequency of association, the terms are “rich,” “money,” “wealth,” 
“success,” “gain,” “grow,” “happy,” “well,” “better,” “enhance,” “fail,” “flourish,” “future,” 
“inherit,” “perish,” “profit,” “progress,” and “thrive.”

One point that is particularly important for understanding these association in the 
context of current conversations about redefining prosperity is that the two aspects of 
the concept as (1) narrowly material (rich, money, wealth …) and (2) doing well in 
broader terms (enhance, happy, flourish, thrive …), have a relationship that is historically 
contingent and variable, meaning that they can converge and diverge depending on 
forms of economic, social and environmental governance. A primary concern for much 
of the literature on redefining prosperity is that economic growth today – more so 
than during the second half of the twentieth century – is not just incapable of improving 
quality of life for people and planet, but actively detrimental to it; the two aspects of pros
perity are disconnected and moving further apart from one another, both at a global level 
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and within most high-income countries (see Jackson 2017; Moore and Woodcraft 2019; 
Moore and Mintchev 2023). The growing rupture between being economically wealthy 
and doing well in other respects indicates that what was previously a unified experience 
of being wealthy and doing well is now fractured and problematic: we are at once rich, yet 
not thriving; wealthy, yet not flourishing; growing, yet not doing well; prosperous, yet not 
prosperous. This growing contradiction and its various expressions (at the individual, 
meso, national and global levels) pose a problem for lived experience, but also for dis
course and conceptual analysis; addressing the contradiction requires new practices, pol
icies, and visions for recovery from the multitude of catastrophes that we are facing, as 
well as new discourses and categories to think through the rupture and articulate worth
while futures beyond the dogmas of economic growth.

Michel Foucault’s (2000) notion of problematisation – the process through which 
something becomes articulated as a problem – is particularly useful for understanding 
this fracture in experience as the catalyst for the emergence of the new academic 
debates on prosperity, and for the articulation of prosperity as an object of thought, dis
course, research and action. Problematisation, according to Foucault, begins with social, 
economic or political difficulties that create disruption and uncertainty about hitherto 
familiar processes: 

for a domain of action, a behavior, to enter the field of thought, it is necessary for a certain 
number of factors to have made it uncertain, to have made it lose its familiarity, or to have 
provoked a certain number of difficulties around it. These elements result from social, econ
omic and political processes. But here their only role is that of instigation. (2000, 117–118)

Objective conditions, for Foucault, open up the possibility to think in new ways about the 
disrupted process, to understand it as a problem, and subsequently to begin devising 
responses – often multiple and contradictory – to address the emergent difficulties. 
The fissure between being wealthy and being able to secure a good future is the objective 
condition for the emergence of prosperity as a new kind of problem; it is the instigator, to 
use Foucault’s language. This fissure instigates the renewed discourse about prosperity in 
research and policy, with its emphasis on redefining prosperity. The new discourse is both 
an attempt to articulate the problem of rupture and to set a course toward solutions. It 
aims to articulate the problem because the concept of prosperity is one that captures 
both wealth and thriving, and so it brings to the fore the lived experience of the incom
mensurability between the two in the present moment. Here, the concept of prosperity 
enters the conversation as already fractured and disrupted, as a reflection of the disrup
tion of lived experience and a mechanism for bringing this disruption into the domain of 
thought, and eventually of research and action. At the same time, the new discourse on 
prosperity also aims to articulate pathways to solutions because it allows us to think about 
new ways of flourishing by moving away from the dogmas of growth and wealth which 
are failing to deliver on quality of life for people and planet.

So what theory of definition do we need to understand prosperity as a fractured and 
disrupted concept and experience? The intuitive view that redefining prosperity means 
replacing one singular definition (or definiens) with another is not relevant here 
because at the semantic level prosperity encompasses multiple notions before and 
after being redefined. The singularity of the signifier – the fact that we have a single 
word to represent the complex and multiple experience of prosperity – creates a 
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semblance of conceptual unity that covers over and conceals the conceptual and experi
ential multiplicity of prosperity (Mintchev and Moore 2023, 60–61), and this semblance of 
unity has to be rejected in the kinds of definitions that we advance.

One solution to this problem is to follow Theodor Adorno in theorising definition as a 
“horizon of associations” (2017, 198). This phrase appears only once in Adorno’s text, but it 
is particularly apt for characterising his theory of definition (2017, 194–207) and so it war
rants highlighting. The concept of horizon has a long history in philosophical thought and 
has been theorised in a number of different ways (Geniusas 2020; see also Gadamer 2004, 
313–318; Kuhn 1940). The metaphor of horizon, as I understand it in the context of 
definition, evokes a field of vision in which objects (associations, in this case) can be 
closer or further away from the observer, eventually disappearing into (or appearing 
from) the distance. Although there is a fading away of objects into the distance, there 
is no clear or concrete boundary separating the objects that are closer from those that 
are further away, nor is there a barrier that prevents the disappearance and appearance 
of objects. Additionally, the scope of the horizon is open to change and so are the objects 
that the field of vision encompasses: we can expand or contract our horizons, and we can 
have different horizons depending on our vantage point.

A few pages later in the same text, Adorno uses another metaphor when he refers to 
definitions as magnets: “the sense and point of definitions, of philosophical definitions 
[…] is precisely to generate […] magnetic fields without arresting the movement of 
the concept” (2017, 201). Here, again, the magnetic field of meanings and associations 
implies that a definition is more closely associated with some meanings than with 
others, but it is not closed off from the more distant elements. Rather than being clear- 
cut and bounded, definitions encompass multiple associations, some of them more 
central than others, and this allows them to retain the possibility of transformation. To 
redefine prosperity in line with this view of definition means to rearrange or reconfigure 
the associations within the field of meaning. If prosperity is a combination of associations 
signifying narrowly conceived financial worth (rich, money, wealth) and more holistic 
experiences of positive being in the world (happy, well, flourish, thrive), then to 
redefine prosperity means to prioritise the more holistic terms by bringing them to the 
forefront of discursive practice and social action.

Concrete and abstract concepts

A second important point for understanding the redefinition of prosperity is that the latter 
can only be understood in concrete terms when it is considered in contexts, both seman
tically (specifying how a term is used in the context of a specific discourse) and socially/ 
culturally (specifying how it is experienced in a given time and place). Without specifica
tion of the challenges and possibilities for change that are present in a given context, 
prosperity remains an abstract notion, similar to concepts such as art, beauty, culture, 
economy, freedom, justice, love, society, truth, and so forth. Notice here that many of 
the terms that prosperity is associated with (success, happy, enhance, flourish, progress, 
thrive, etc.) are also abstract and can mean different things depending on the context. The 
distinction between abstract and concrete concepts has received significant attention in 
recent years, particularly in the psychological sciences (e.g. Borghi et al. 2017; Villani et al. 
2019; Dove 2021; Löhr 2022). Concrete concepts that represent objects or actions (e.g. 
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book, sunflower, walking …) can be linked to clearly identifiable referents that are clearly 
delineated, envisaged, and perceived through the senses, without the need for contex
tualisation or specification. Abstract concepts, in contrast, do not have referents that 
are identifiable in such a way, nor can they be visualised as easily. This means that our 
understanding of abstract concepts has to be tied to specific contexts that supply the 
information we need to understand and envisage them in a more concrete fashion. As 
Guy Dove puts it, “abstract concepts tend to be more context-dependent than concrete 
concepts. Because abstract concepts are less directly tied to our immediate experiences of 
category members, their referents tend to be more dispersed across contexts” (Dove 
2021, 184). Or yet again, as Anna Borghi and colleagues explain, 

Concrete and abstract words do not represent a dichotomy, even if they differ. All concepts 
are highly dependent on context and are variable. However, abstract concepts are less stable 
over time and are more shaped by current life experiences, situations, and culture compared 
with concrete concepts […]. Moreover, abstract concepts are also by far the most variable: 
people agree more with one another when asked to define, produce associations, or generate 
characteristics for “chair” than for “truth” or “love.” (Borghi et al. 2017, 263–264)

What is interesting here is that the concreteness and abstractness of words can be 
measured. A quick look at the University of Western Australia’s MCR Psycholinguistic Data
base allows us to see how prosperity compares to other concepts in terms of concrete
ness, as defined through the amalgamation of multiple scales, the Pavio, Colerado, and 
Gilhooly-Logie norms (for a detailed account of the methodology, see Clark 1997). 
Table 1 juxtaposes prosperity with a number of conceptually related terms (economy, 
happiness, success, justice, flourish, wealth, money) and non-related concrete terms 
(animal, horse, fruit, apple) that I have included as examples of terms from the other 
end of the concreteness spectrum. In addition to a concreteness score (CNC), the table 
shows a familiarity score (FAM) for each word. All scores are presented on a scale of 
100–700, with slight differences in the ranges for CNC (min: 158; max: 670; mean: 438; 
s.d. 120) and FAM (min: NA; max: 657; mean: 488; s.d. 99).

The concept of prosperity, as expected, is not as concrete as physical objects and 
object categories, but it still scores higher on concreteness than economy, happiness, 
and success, probably because of its partial association with money and monetary 
wealth. At the same time, prosperity scores much lower on familiarity, suggesting that 

Table 1. Concreteness and familiarity of prosperity and related terms according to MCR 
Psycholinguistics Database, arranged from the least to the most concrete.
WORD CNC FAM

ECONOMY 284 580
HAPPINESS 295 581
SUCCESS 295 568
PROSPERITY 301 477
JUSTICE 307 522
FLOURISH 323 415
WEALTH 370 557
MONEY 574 631
ANIMAL 587 620
FRUIT 612 590
HORSE 613 560
APPLE 620 598
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although it is no less abstract than terms such as economy or happiness, it is more likely to 
elicit demands for a definition, especially in the context of academic or policy debates 
where conceptual precision is important.

The two points that I have emphasised about multiplicity and concreteness raise the 
question of how we can define and redefine a concept that is (1) multi-dimensional, 
and contradictory, encompassing both material wealth and broader forms of thriving, 
and (2) relatively abstract, unless it is understood in context. A singular and fixed 
definition is not sufficient and there has to be a range of definitions that refer to 
different scales, including meso-level social, cultural and economic contexts, that 
enable us to understand prosperity in concrete terms. An approach to definition that 
insists on multiplicity of meanings and scales might seem counter-intuitive, but the 
alternative is to either have a definition that is too general to tell us anything significant 
about prosperity, or one that is too narrow and thereby fixes or even fetishises the 
concept by presenting one variation or instance in place of a complex and dynamic 
whole.

Unfixing definition beyond the real and nominal

Adorno’s critique of definitions offers a useful elaboration of this last problem of fixing. A 
key conceptual challenge here is that definitions cannot be understood simply at the level 
of language. Instead, they have to be considered at the intersection of language and 
reality; they are both articulations set up in language that are flexible and agile, and, at 
the same time, also explications that capture the features of objective realities in the 
social and material world. The problem of fixing and unfixing definitions in language is 
a problem of how definitions relate to things in the world.

Adorno’s critique of definitions (2017, 194–207) begins with the point that a concept 
can be determined in two ways: either through ostension (or a “deictic” approach as 
he calls it), which entails pointing to an example of the thing represented by the 
concept; or alternatively, through a “definitional” approach in which the meaning of 
the concept is described using other concepts. The ostensive/deictic approach works 
well with highly concrete concepts that have a bounded referent, but less so with 
more abstract concepts, and it is precisely the latter that are fundamental for social analy
sis and social action in a complex and changing world. For Adorno, the multi-dimensional 
and historically changing nature of concepts such as class and society means that it is 
impossible to capture such concepts with a precise definition that encompasses all 
their elements and applies to all places and at all times: 

if we had to show by direct reference to the object itself, let us say, what “class” or “society” is 
[…] we would certainly find ourselves at a loss, not simply because it would require an end
lessly mediated process in order to show people what class is, but also and pre-eminently 
because these concepts themselves are so complexly structured […] that we cannot get 
away simply by referring or pointing to the object or state of affairs in question. And as a 
rule these are precisely the concepts which – as philosophers, and especially Hegel and 
Nietzsche, have objected – effectively elude definition because they involve a historical 
content which cannot be reified or tied down […]. (Adorno 2017, 197)

The mentions of Hegel and Nietzsche here are significant. Both philosophers, as different 
as their conceptions of history are, agree that historically changing political categories – 
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right in the case of Hegel’s analysis (2008), punishment in the case of Nietzsche’s (2007) – 
cannot be expressed sufficiently in the form of a definition. In Nietzsche’s words, “all con
cepts in which an entire process is semiotically concentrated defy definition; only some
thing which has no history can be defined” (2007, 53; see also Adorno 2017, 306–307). 
Adorno, however, goes even further in his critique, arguing that the practice of producing 
stable and fixed definitions has ethical implications as well. For him, fixing concepts from 
the outset of a discussion or an inquiry can become a way of manipulating the discussion 
in the name of a misguided search for semantic security, and the consequence of such 
fixing is an evasion of reflection about concepts and the matters they represent (2007, 
197).

What we need, then, is an account of definitions that enhances our understanding of 
concepts without reifying or fixing them – an account that is sensitive to the movements 
and changes that take place in social and material reality. Adorno insists that neither a 
nominalist nor a realist approach to definitions is sufficient to prevent fixing and to 
capture the movement of a concept and of reality. To do this, we need a theory of 
definition that combines the two levels and understands both their unity and their differ
ence. The conceptual distinction between nominal and real definitions is an important 
one for understanding what definitions are, and how different approaches to definition 
affect analysis and action: a nominal definition is a definition of the word, referring to 
the way a particular word is used; a real definition is a definition of the thing, referring 
to the features and attributes of a phenomenon in the social and material world (e.g. 
Watson 1985; Robinson 1950; Fetzer, Shatz, and Schlesinger 1991). A purely nominal 
approach to definitions – one in which concepts are determined by other concepts 
with no point of grounding or reference to the world outside of language – risks a 
slide into conceptual relativism, whereby concepts are delineated and defined in an arbi
trary fashion. For Adorno, this position is unacceptable because it implies that the content 
of the concept is entirely determined by the community of speaking subjects and the 
definition they bestow upon it: “it is a nominalist error to believe that every concept 
we employ is a tabula rasa which can be transformed into a richly furnished table only 
by virtue of our definitions” (2017, 198).

As we know from Saussure (1974), the relationship between signifier and signified – 
between the sound pattern and concept that together make up the sign – is arbitrary. 
The relationship between concepts and the social and material world, however, is not. 
Signs, within the structuralist model, acquire their meaning first and foremost through 
a relation of differentiation vis-à-vis other signs in the system. But this system is not 
closed off and detached from the world, and as Ricoeur (2003, 85) has pointed out, the 
practice of reference – of pointing to and addressing things in the world – constitutes 
a moment in which language goes beyond itself, passes outside of itself as a system of 
signs, and connects with the world outside of the system. Concepts may only be able 
to acquire meaning if they are differentiated from other concepts within the structure 
of language, as structuralist and post-structuralist approaches have taught us, but this 
differentiation is not the sole determinant of meaning, and it certainly is not independent 
from the social and material world outside of language.

But if a purely nominalist approach to definitions in untenable, so is a purely realist 
approach. Concepts – and language more generally – are not simply representations of 
reality that act as what Richard Rorty (2009) calls “a mirror of nature,” a mere reflection 
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of the reality of the world. In addition, they also organise our perceptions and understand
ings of the world, and animate our actions in it (Mintchev and Moore 2023, 57–62). 
Naming, labelling, or defining something in a particular way – turning it into an object 
of knowledge and discourse – can lead to profound changes in how we perceive and 
experience the object in question and how we act upon it. A definition that claims to 
be a real definition is never just an explication of reality; it is also a performative 
gesture that has transformational effects in the material and social world. So, while a 
nominalist approach to definition risks foreclosing reference and allowing arbitrary articu
lation – and possibly reification – emanating solely from the agency of speakers, a realist 
approach risks an oversight of agency on the assumption that definitions reflect fixed and 
stable essences.

The distinction between nominal and real definitions might be clear-cut at the level of 
theory, but in practice it can appear and disappear at different moments. In his study of 
Socratic definitions, Jeffrey Gold (1985) suggests that “when we give a definition of some
thing within the context of a theory, it is difficult to distinguish a real definition from a 
nominal definition” (Gold 1985, 576). Gold illustrates this point with the example of 
water as defined from colloquial and scientific perspectives: 

Our ordinary, non-scientific definition of water as a “colorless, drinkable liquid” is both a 
definition of the word “water” (i.e. a nominal definition which reports the usage of the 
word in our common sense framework or theory) and a definition of the object, water (i.e. 
a real definition). Similarly, a scientific definition of water as “H20” is both a report of the 
usage of the word “water” in the scientific framework or theory and a definition of the 
object. (1985, 576–577)

Following this example, Gold moves on to consider Socratic dialogue and inquiry. He 
argues that although Socrates intended for his definitions to be real definitions, once 
we account for the cultural and theoretical context in which Socrates explored the 
nature of various objects – virtue, justice, courage, fear, etc. – the distinction between 
nominal and real definitions disappears. As Gold explains, Socrates’s method of inquiry 
relies on the heterogeneity and complexity of meaning of words as a starting point for 
understanding the nature of things and persuading his interlocutors of the truth of 
specific definitions. Even if Socrates’s arguments initially appear counter-intuitive, the 
fact that he derives them from shared meanings that are accepted by both himself and 
his interlocutors allows him to generate lines of reasoning that his interlocutors can ident
ify with. 

When Socrates asked his “What is X?” questions, these questions did not occur in a vacuum, 
but within the context of the 5th century Greek way of looking at things. A major strategy of 
the early dialogues is for Socrates to get his interlocutors to reflect upon their own beliefs and 
concepts in order that they may come to recognize connections and conflicts among their 
own concepts which they never recognized before. […] Socrates thinks that his own 
views, however counter-intuitive they appear, follow from ordinary Greek views about mor
ality. It also seems true that ordinary Greek views about morality are inextricably tied to the 
Greek concepts of justice, courage, and the rest. These concepts are also tied to how the 
Greeks used the words “δικαιοσύνη” [dikaiosyni],“α̕νδρεία” [andreia], and the rest. Surely, 
when Socrates defined fear as expectation of future evil […], he took himself to be character
izing what fear really is, but it is equally clear that he was depending upon his own concept of 
fear which could not be at variance with the ordinary way of using the word “δέος” [deos]. 
(Gold 1985, 577)
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The two examples presented above – water, on the one hand, Socrates’s objects of 
inquiry, on the other – are fundamentally different, despite being used by Gold to illus
trate the same point about the unity of nominal and real definitions. Water is a concrete 
concept with a bounded referent. As such, the argument that nominal and real definitions 
are indistinguishable runs into difficulties when we account for the hypothetical scenario 
in which the real definition of water turns out to be false: what would happen in a possible 
world where a new discovery reveals that water only appears colourless because of an 
optical illusion, and we eventually realise that it is in fact another colour? What if it 
turns out that scientists had erred all along about water’s molecular composition, realising 
that it is in fact something other than H20 (see Kripke 1980, 123–125)? In this hypothetical 
case, the nominal definition of water as a colourless substance with an H20 composition 
would still be true insofar as this is what the word was used to describe in practice. At the 
level of real definition, however, the definition would be false because it does not corre
spond to the objective properties of the object in question.

This dynamic of the real and the nominal changes, however, when we consider more 
abstract and multi-dimensional concepts such as justice, economy, community, or pros
perity. In the case of such concepts – where we are dealing with a horizon of associations 
– we cannot imagine a possible world where we discover that the concept has different 
attributes from what we previously thought. We can say that we need a new theory of 
justice (e.g. Rawls 1971; Sen 2009) or a new understanding of what an economy is (e.g. 
an understanding that accounts for the knowledge economy, wellbeing economy, 
affective economy, economy of care, etc.), but it would make little sense, I think, to say 
that justice is in fact something different from what we previously thought or that we 
were objectively wrong about what the concept of economy means. The reason for 
this is that abstract and multi-dimensional concepts do not have bounded referents 
with natural properties that can be understood in the same way as those of natural 
objects. What we do imagine, instead, is a world in which we are required to revise our 
understandings and definitions in line with contextual demands, without being able to 
make judgements about whether a definition is true or false in the correspondent 
sense of the term. The boundary between nominal and real definition becomes blurry 
here, as Gold suggests in his discussion of Socrates. With abstract concepts, a new real 
definition cannot be established with reference to concrete objects that exist indepen
dently of cultural and linguistic constructs. Defining and redefining abstract concepts 
in concrete terms requires contextualisation and a narrowing down of the reference, 
and this can only occur as a process of specification, negotiation and contestation of 
meanings. Understanding definition at the intersection of the nominal and the real 
ensures that our definitions of prosperity are adapted to address the ecological, economic 
and social challenges of the twenty-first century. Any future redefinition of prosperity 
must reflect the conditions and needs in which it is developed and remain iterative 
and adaptable in a world that is both changing and diverse.

Conclusion: intersecting definitions

The understanding of prosperity as neither singular nor stable raises the question of how 
we can create programmes of research and action for prosperity: what are the things that 
we are researching and creating? Who decides what should or should not be included 
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within the conceptual boundaries of prosperity? To answer, we must return to the point 
that the definition and redefinition of prosperity occur on multiple scales: abstract 
definitions as sustainable flourishing, thriving and quality of life, must be complemented 
with more concrete definitions specifying, on the one hand, the domain (or domains) of 
prosperity that we are focusing on within the broader vision of thriving (for example, 
economic, political, cultural, environmental, or social prosperity), and, on the other 
hand, the scale (or scales) at which we are researching it (e.g. global, national, city, neigh
bourhood, individual etc.). Different domains and scales are interconnected, but they are 
not identical, nor can they be studied all in the same way: for example, analyses of macro- 
economic models for de-growth (e.g. Victor 2019) are quite different conceptually and 
methodologically from plans for universal basic service provisions for cities (Coote and 
Percy 2020), or participatory methodologies that engage citizens in small-scale solutions 
for their neighbourhoods (Jallad et al. 2022; Mintchev et al. 2022; Baumann et al. 2023).

It is important to emphasise here that the meso level is a site of particularly dense inter
actions that determine people’s experiences of prosperity and quality of life, as well as the 
experience of intersection of different domains of prosperity (Moore and Mintchev 2023, 
37). For example, macro-level definitions and analyses of economic prosperity or natural 
prosperity are important for understanding if and how resources can be managed in a 
more sustainable fashion, but it is analysis at the meso level that can tell us what a 
good quality and meaningful livelihood looks like for people, how people interact with 
their natural environments, or what possibilities there are for investing in economic 
initiatives for the regeneration of degraded ecosystems in different places. It is at this 
meso level that we can produce particularly rich concrete and multi-dimensional 
definitions and models of prosperity based on the heterogeneity of local experiences: 
see for example the prosperity models that have been developed by the Institute for 
Global Prosperity for meso-level sites in Beirut, London, and Dar Es Salaam, each with 
over fifteen relevant sub-domains, representing essential provisions for good quality of 
life in context (Moore and Mintchev 2023). The models in question amount to very con
crete definitions, but they only represent what is relevant in a particular time and place, 
and are open to change. As such, they have to be understood in relation to larger systems, 
processes, and definitions of prosperity.

As Adorno argued, a robust methodology for empirical research requires not only a 
philosophical definition (understood as a horizon), but also an “operational definition” 
that “secures the applicability of the concept” (Adorno 2017, 202) – a definition designed 
to articulate the concept in a way that can be empirically studied or measured. Definitions 
for different scales intersect here so that more abstract and widely applicable concepts 
provide the structural support that makes operational definitions make sense and vice 
versa: without abstract definitions, concrete definitions have no conceptual grounding, 
risking a slip into arbitrariness; yet, without concrete definitions our understandings 
remain vague. Adorno made an argument very much along these lines with the 
example of prejudice in The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 2019): 

if you define “prejudice” as the behaviour of an individual who provides answers A, B, C, and D 
to propositions 1, 2, 3, and 4, such an interpretation would only be meaningful if you already 
possess a theory which goes beyond these propositions, which also situates the statements 
which constitute the definition […] If you do not proceed in such a way, you actually falsify 
the life which also inhabits a concept such as “prejudice.” (Adorno 2017, 204)
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The reason there is a risk of “falsification” is that without a theory or broader definition, 
there are no parameters to prevent operational definitions from slipping into arbitrari
ness. We need a framework of prosperity beyond the local level to know that a swimming 
pool in every house might improve people’s lives in some ways and in some places, but it 
will not lead to sustainable prosperity at scale (see Moore and Mintchev 2023, 30). At the 
same time, the reverse is also true; without dense meso-level definitions, prosperity in the 
abstract sense can also slide into arbitrariness: what does thriving entail? Or doing well? 
Or being sustainable? These questions cannot be addressed in any meaningful way 
without reference to concrete lived experiences and the environments that shape them.

To conclude, I return to the point I made earlier that prosperity today has emerged as a 
problem because the experience of it as a combination of being economically affluent 
and generally thriving has lost its familiarity. What I would like to add here is that this 
lack of familiarity is only partial, and so the vision and promise that wealth will help us 
thrive is still haunting us and is still, in part, familiar. To redefine prosperity means to 
do things differently, but this does not mean to do things in an entirely new manner, 
as if aspirations and projects for sustainable flourishing were non-existent until now. 
The drive for material affluence might still be haunting us, but aspirations and projects 
for prospering in other ways that align with quality of life and sustainability are also wide
spread. It is these latter aspirations and projects that can help us envisage radically new 
forms of governance. Redefining prosperity means re-arranging our priorities towards 
more sustainable futures, while still following familiar aspirations and building on what 
we already have in terms of knowledge, networks and resources that can help us 
thrive. How exactly we do this depends on our contexts, the constraints and possibilities 
that these contexts bestow on us, and the decisions we make in what we do with these 
possibilities. We know that the old definition of prosperity no longer holds – we have new 
definitions leading us in new directions, and it is up to us to figure out what we are going 
to do with them and where exactly we will go.
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