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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM?



ITB 219E ETHICS ESSAY #1



HAPPINESS CANNOT BE CAUGHT



Subject: What the paradox of hedonism? Do you think the paradox gives us good reason to reject hedonism? Why or why not?
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM?



OUTLINE Thesis: In this essay I intend to argue that the paradox of hedonism is not a good reason to reject hedonism. Firstly, I will explain the paradox, and then I will mention the arguments about hedonism and the way to get happiness those have power to refuse hedonism, and I will accept hedonism to find the meaning of life. I.



Explanation of Paradox of Hedonism A. Similitudes of happiness B. As self-defeating limit C. Happiness is a by-product



II.



Arguments About Hedonism A. False Happiness B. Two worlds C. Autonomy D. Trajectory



III.



Meaning of Life A. Thoughts of Aristotle B. Thoughts of Camus
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? HAPPINESS CAN NOT BE CAUGHT Hedonism is a though that happiness is the only valuable thing in the world. The best life is the happiest one. If it is so, logically we should go after happiness. However, the paradox of hedonism claims that, if we try really hard to make ourselves happier, we almost never succeed. In this essay I intend to argue that the paradox of hedonism is not a good reason to reject hedonism. Firstly, I will explain the paradox, and then I will mention the arguments about hedonism and the way to get happiness those have power to refuse hedonism, and I will accept hedonism to find the meaning of life. The paradox of hedonism, also known as pleasure paradox, is firstly explained by philosopher Henry Sidgwick in his book Methods of Ethics. It points out that pleasure cannot be acquired directly; it can only be acquired indirectly (p.22, 1874). In order to understand this paradox, I will give an example. Suppose Mary likes running. When she went to run, she is happier. We can think that Mary goes to run, because she gets pleasure from it. However, this is not the process. If Mary thinks that “I must go running so, I can be happier”, she could not get pleasure from it. When she is so focused on getting pleasure, she does not actually enjoy her hobby. There are many other explanations about the paradox defines by different philosophers. Landau and Tarrant found some similarities between happiness and butterfly and unicorn. Blackwell dictionary defines it as a self-defeating limit and Singer though happiness is a by-product of something else. Russ Shafer Landau mentioned a caption in her book The Fundamentals of Ethics. The caption: “Happiness is like a butterfly- the more you pursue it, the more it eludes you. Be still and let it come to you.” (p.27). I think this caption is the nicest explanation of the paradox. Similarly this caption, John Tarrant defined the happiness as a unicorn and he explained this paradox in the view of Buddhism. He says that “You can’t make a unicorn come to you; it has
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? to want to.” (para 3-8, January 2004). Landau and Tarrant pointed out the same thing. I am sure that you experienced it in your life. When you are waiting to be happy, when you are doing everything in order to be happy, it does not work. However, when you give up, when you are in the worst condition and hopeless, you find happiness in a miracle way. The paradox of hedonism defined as a self-defeating limit of egoistic hedonism in the Blackwell Dictionary of Western Philosophy. We can only have pleasure as a result of undertaking unpleasant task which means our aim should not be to get pleasure (p.297). We all think that we know what we want, but it sometimes does not work. Sometimes you are not happy as much as you guess when you make your dreams true. Therefore we should take risks with doing something different than our thoughts, our desire. It could make us happier. There are many different explanations of the paradox. They all said we should not make getting happiness as our aim while doing something. According to Peter Singer, neither accomplishing the aim nor going on its way is not the reason for happiness, however we regard as it is. Happiness is a by-product of aiming at something which we trying to achieve as our goal (1999, p.332). Secondly, I will explain the arguments about hedonism those are defined by Landau in her book. First of all I need to explain a break point. Some resources defined hedonism as just pleasure. Pleasure makes us happy just a little while, but happiness is longer and more realistic. There is no special feeling for happiness and we can be happy for no reason. I mentioned hedonism as happiness in this essay. There is no definition or restriction about moral rules in the nature of hedonism, therefore it is easy to find and create some arguments against hedonism. These arguments are about false happiness, two worlds, autonomy and trajectory. One of these arguments is false happiness argument. It says that happiness based on false beliefs contributes less to welfare than happiness based on true beliefs (Landau, p.31,
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? 2010). Robert Nozick tried to show this with his idea of “experience machine”. He recalled the argument as “Suppose there was an experience machine that would give you any experience you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a friend, […]Should you plug into this machine for life, preprogramming your life experiences? [...] Of course, while in the tank you won't know that you're there; you'll think that it's all actually happening [...] Would you plug in?." (1974, pp. 42-43). My answer to this question is: yes, I would. Since, I am not sure the life is a simulation of something which we don’t know. With plugging in a machine offers us a really good life, even we can change our brute lack. According to hedonists, the source of happiness is not important, so plugging in this machine is rational as long as it makes us happy. The other argument is two worlds arguments. William David Ross asks us to imagine two worlds, W1 and W2 which include the same quantity of pleasure. However, in W1 people all are virtuous, while in W2 they are all vicious, who act from the wrong motives. Is not W1 preferable to W2? Ross thinks it is, because he thinks that virtue is intrinsically good (1930, p. 134). Hedonism doesn’t tell us how to determine the value of the world and for hedonists the only good is which make us happy. Happiness is the only criteria. Their view is about getting a good life, not about a good world. Therefore, if W1 and W2 have the same amounts of happiness and if we have same happiness in these worlds, they must be equally good. Argument from autonomy claims that we want autonomy even when it fails to make us happy. Aldous Huxley created a society in his book Brave New World. All the citizens take a drug called as soma, and they behaves like puppets. The emotions which may upset anybody are forbidden (1932). This world could be happier than our world, but there are prohibits. I do not think prohibits can make us happier, because prohibits are always



1



IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? attractive. Except this, it can be acceptable. May be you thought that taking soma is the worst thing. It takes the capability of judgment from us. Here is my question. Are the antidepressant pills do the same thing as soma and most of the people us them voluntarily to be happier? When we think that, choosing a life without experiencing something but also without feeling regretful and sadness is not so strange. The last argument is the hardest one trajectory argument: If Hedonism is true, the overall quality of a life depends entirely on the amount of happiness or unhappiness it contains. The overall quality of life also depends on upward or downward trajectory, so hedonism is false (Landau, pp.34-35). The argument claims that the life which begins badly but improves is better than a life which begins nicely and going down. Actually the second one could be better. The people, who think upward life is better than the downward one, dismiss something. Let’s try another view. Imagine a child who has a terrible life and he will have a really good life when he gets old. Starting with a terrible life surely affects the child’s psychology and it cannot be repaired. His happiness is not pure because of his damaged psychology. On the other hand, think about an artist who was so successful and then she lost everything she had. She can live with the happiness and proud of things which she had done. She doesn’t have to be miserable in the emotional way. There are a lot of people who think “I have done enough” and they choose a downward life. According to hedonism, if the overall happiness is equal, their life is equal. If we consider from different kinds of view, it could be true. Finally, I will try to defend that searching happiness is a way to find the meaning of life. Hedonism claims that if we are happy, our life is good. The best part of hedonism, everyone can be happy, there is no restriction, even if you don’t believe in God, you can be in peace, you can be happy. Every single people enjoy different things, so there are a lot of versions of a happy life, and you can choose however you are happy. When you accept
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? happiness as meaning of life, you will try to enjoy everything, and it surely makes your life easier. Aristotle thought in the same way, but Camus thought searching happiness and meaning of life is meaningless. Aristotle was a Greek philosopher who lived between 384 BC – 322 BC. He was student of Plato and teacher of Alexander the Great. Aristotle notes in his 'Ethics' "Happiness is the meaning and purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence." As Aristotle states, we all want to be happy, our whole aim is happiness. When we couldn’t achieve something we try harder. When the person who we love doesn’t love us, we will do whatever we can do even the most stupid things in order to be loved. When we achieve something, we will want to more and we keep trying to do best, we always want to be happiest person but there is no upper limit of happiness. It is the easiest explanation of meaning of life, it is not the best explanation but it is so much better than searching a meaning – if you are not a philosopher-. Life ends in this battle, but it doesn’t mean a wasted life. Albert Camus had a different approach. In ‘The Stranger’ he asserted that "You will never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of. You will never live if you are looking for the meaning of life” (1942). There is a piece of reality in this quote. If we always search for the meaning of life, we will begin trying to give a meaning to all of our actions. It surely makes our lives uninhabitable. In order to avoid this situation, we can define happiness as meaning of life. It is both easy and hard to obtain, exactly how meaning of life should be. It should be in this way, because if our meaning of life is something that can easily obtain, it can be over. When it is over, there will be no reason to continue living. However, we can always search for happiness, even we are happy. Hedonism cannot be refuted by the paradox. Even all the people know that search for happiness makes us happy; does that stop anybody from searching it? Definitely no. The
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IS THE PARADOX OF HEDONISM ENOUGH TO REJECT HEDONISM? arguments about hedonism could be refuted in the approach of moral values. However when hedonism accepted as just being happy, they all can be ignored. If being happy is the only valuable thing, it should be also meaning of life. In terms of hedonism, 1. The only intrinsically valuable thing is happiness. 2. If it is so, logically we should go after it. 3. Paradox tells us, if we go after happiness, we cannot get it. 4. Surely, it does not enough to stop people chasing happiness. 5. Therefore, the paradox couldn’t refute hedonism. Even searching happiness makes us unhappy; we will continue to search it. It is human nature. We are all slaveries of our desires. There is no argument or paradox that could stop people to seek for happiness.
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