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Phenomenological Research 62(3): 501-528.

Why Hedonism is False

The most obvious problem with existing hedonistic theories is that they are too inclusive: all 
sorts of shallow, fleeting pleasures are made to count towards happiness. Yet such pleasures 
manifestly play no constitutive role in determining how happy a person is. One’s enjoyment of 
eating crackers, hearing a good song, sexual intercourse, scratching an itch, solving a puzzle, 
playing football, and so forth need not have the slightest impact on one’s level of happiness 
(though, of course, they may). I enjoy, get pleasure from, a cheeseburger, yet I am patently not 
happier thereby. Conversely for superficial displeasures. The problem does not concern the 
intensity of such pleasures: an orgasm may well be intensely pleasurable, yet still fail to move 
one, to make one any happier (consider anonymous sex or masturbation).” Might the brief 
duration of the event be misleading our intuitions here? Not likely: it is not just that any 
particular superficial pleasure seems irrelevant. Even the whole pattern of such pleasures over 
time appears to be. We would certainly expect that someone who underwent an unrelenting 
succession of minor irritations would not be very happy at the end of it all. But this expectation 
is based not on the aggregation of particular pleasures but rather on the likely effect of these 
pleasures on some deeper aspect of one’s psychology: one’s mood, perhaps inter alia. Intuitively, 
the trouble seems to be that such pleasures don’t reach “deeply” enough, so to speak. They just 
don’t get to us; they flit through consciousness and that’s the end of it. 

This consideration alone appears to undermine any hedonistic account of which I am 
aware…


