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Meaningless Happiness and
Meaningful Suffering

Troy Jollimore
California State University, Chico

1.

The theory I will refer to as the eudaimonistic theory of value
consists of three claims: (1) that all happiness is intrinsically
valuable, (2) that all suffering is intrinsically disvaluable (i.e.,
possesses negative value), and (3) that nothing else is either
intrinsically valuable or intrinsically disvaluable. By ‘happiness’
and ‘suffering’ I mean to refer to certain kinds of subjective
states. (Some people, by contrast, mean by ‘happiness’ some-
thing like overall human flourishing.) Thus, the theory could be
called the subjective eudaimonistic theory of value. However, 1
will leave the qualifier ‘subjective’ implicit in what follows.

Combined with an agent-neutral consequentialist ethical
framework, the eudaimonistic theory of value results in what I
will term eudaimonistic utilitarianism: the theory that moral
agents ought always to do whatever they can to maximize the
amount of happiness in the world and minimize the amount of
suffering.

Robert Nozick’s famous thought experiment, the Experience
Machine, poses a problem for the eudaimonistic theory of value
and, thus, for eudaimonistic utilitarianism.’ The Experience
Machine simulates the sorts of experiences that are had by
people who are living actual lives. The simulations are imagined
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to be so realistic that the people experiencing them cannot, in
fact, tell the difference. Given the option of being hooked up to
an Iixperience Machine that would provide us with a lifelong
stream of very pleasant and fulfilling experiences, would we
choose such an existence? The fact that most of us answer no
seems to indicate that we believe, contra the third claim of the
eudaimonistic theory of value, that other things besides happi-
ness possess intrinsic value.

Moreover, the Experience Machine also seems to give evi-
dence against the first claim: that all happiness possesses
intrinsic value. The value of some types of happiness seems to
be largely or even entirely dependent on certain external
circumstances that are connected (or are thought by the subject
to be connected) to that happiness. Suppose that Lise believes
that something good has just happened in her life. She might
believe, for instance, that she has just achieved some valued
personal goal, such as running a 4-minute mile or having her
novel accepted for publication. Or perhaps she believes that her
daughter has just accepted an exciting and rewarding job or
that her son has just received a prestigious scholarship. Any of
these beliefs, let us suppose, would cause Lise to experience a
feeling of happiness. But now suppose that in fact, Lise is
hooked up to an Experience Machine and is only experiencing
the program it is running for her: thus she has not, in fact, run
a 4-minute mile, nor has she written a novel; and as for
children, she has been hooked up to the machine since her own
childhood, and so has none. Not only is it clear that Lise’s
happiness is less valuable in such cases than it would be if her
beliefs reflected reality, it seems reasonable to doubt whether
such experiences of happiness, being radically disconnected
from the states of affairs in which Lise believes them to be
grounded, would in fact be valuable at all.?

Thus, the Experience Machine seems to provide at least
some reason for doubting two of the three tenets of the eudai-
monistic theory of value. As of yet, however, we have seen no
reason to think that it provides any evidence against the
remaining claim: that all suffering is intrinsically disvaluable.
One could try to challenge this third claim by arguing that
what the Experience Machine shows is that, relative to a person
who is not living an actual life, nothing is really either valuable
or disvaluable. But this claim is implausible. Consider a person
hooked up to an Experience Machine designed by a sadist, who
is made to believe that she is being physically tortured. Given
that the pain of the simulation feels just as real, and just as
distressing, as pain brought about by means of actual physical
torture, it is not clear that her situation is significantly less bad
than that of an “actual” torture victim, and it would be highly
implausible to say that her experience is not intrinsically
disvaluable at all. The negative value of at least some suffering,
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then, does seem to be intrinsic to the subjective state and not
dependent on the external circumstances in the way that the
positive value of (at least some) happiness is.

These considerations suggest the existence of an asymmetry
between happiness and suffering, considered as subjective
states. Happiness is not always valuable; it is to be valued and
promoted only when certain other conditions obtain (when, for
example, it is reflected in the objective reality of the individual’s
life). Thus there can be no blanket duty to promote happiness;
rather, any provisional duty to that effect must be accompanied
by an account of the circumstances under which the duty will
and will not apply. But suffering is different: the mere existence
of suffering as a subjective experience is in itself disvaluable,
regardless of the relation that experience might bear to exter-
nal circumstances. Suffering, then, is always disvaluable, and
there is always (some) reason to remove it, regardless of its
relation to the external life circumstances of the person who
experiences it.

2.

It is presumably for reasons such as the foregoing that people
who are otherwise not attracted by eudaimonistic accounts of
normative ethics may nevertheless accept the existence of a
moral duty to prevent or eliminate all suffering. Given
consequentialist presuppositions—that moral action is a matter
of promoting the intrinsically good and minimizing the intrin-
sically bad—the existence of such a duty (a prima facie duty, at
any rate) follows directly from the thesis that all suffering is
intrinsically bad. Nor is the appeal of such a position limited to
consequentialist frameworks; deontologists, too, may be tempted
to include a duty to eliminate suffering in one’s list of prima
facie duties, to add a right to have one’s suffering relieved to
one’s list of fundamental human rights, and so forth. Let us call
the thesis that there is a blanket duty to eliminate suffering
(i.e., a moral duty to eliminate all suffering, regardless of its
nature) the Elimination Thesis.

There is an important obstacle standing in the way of
accepting the existence of such a duty, but it is one that many
moralists have thought could be overcome. The obstacle arises
from the fact that in some cases in which suffering could be
prevented or eliminated, doing so does not strike us as the
morally right thing to do. Indeed, the situation is worse than
this, for as we will see in a moment, there are at least some
cases where it is precisely the suffering itself that seems to be
morally called for.

The mere existence of situations in which morality requires
something other than the elimination of suffering, where such
an elimination would nonetheless be possible, is not in itself
difficult to reconcile with the Elimination Thesis. We need only
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point out that the duty to eliminate all suffering is not the only
duty, and that it can be overridden when something more
morally significant or urgent is at stake. A theory of prima facie
duties such as that suggested by W. D. Ross is one sort of theory
that can handle this.? Rights-based theories seem to do just as
well, so long as one holds that rights are not absolute, but can
override one another in cases of conflict. Nor does this
phenomenon seem to pose an insurmountable difficulty for
consequentialist theories. Such theories may well hold that
suffering always possesses negative value but that there are
other sorts of outcomes that can potentially possess even
greater negative value, and which agents may therefore be
under an all-things-considered duty to prevent, even when the
cost of doing so is that some amount of preventable suffering is
allowed to occur. The Elimination Thesis, then, seems to survive
this alleged difficulty. Any serious attempt to delineate our
moral duties is going to have to provide an account of what
happens when these moral duties conflict, and as yet we have
seen no reason to expect the completion of this task to give
results incompatible with that thesis.

A related objection to the Elimination Thesis arises from the
fact that suffering of certain sorts, despite its unpleasantness,
often seems to play a positive function for the subject who
experiences it. People do not usually like to feel pain, but the
inability to feel pain would be even worse, for pain is often an
indicator of a potentially serious disorder or injury that, if left
unattended, could interfere with one’s enjoyment of one’s life
and, perhaps, even become life-threatening. Thus, we would not
choose to eliminate people’s capacity for experiencing (this sort
of) pain, even if doing so were to become an option; and we
certainly would not consider ourselves to be under a duty to
remove this valuable capacity. Again, however, this does not
demonstrate that pain is not bad in itself but only that there
are outcomes in which pain features that are preferable, all
things considered, to available alternatives in which our ability
to feel such pain has been erased. (If, on the other hand, one
could somehow eliminate a person’s ability to feel pain while at
the same time providing her with a non-unpleasant “damage
indicator” that would fulfill all the useful functions of pain, it is
not immediately obvious that one would not have powerful
moral reason to do this.*)

The most serious challenge to the Elimination Thesis along
these lines arises from those cases in which the prevention or
elimination of suffering would be morally wrong, not because
the value of the pain-free state of affairs is simply overridden
by the value of a superior, albeit pain-laden, alternative but
because the suffering itself seems to possess positive moral
value. If, for example, it is morally appropriate, as some have
claimed, that the guilty suffer for their crimes, and if this kind
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of suffering is in fact a necessary component of the reform of
such individuals, then it would seem to be the case neither that
all suffering is disvaluable nor that there is a blanket moral
duty to prevent or eliminate suffering. The most promising
defense of the Elimination Thesis in the face of this objection
attempts to assimilate this sort of case to the type of case
previously discussed. The claim, then, is that the suffering itself
does not bear positive value but that it enables or brings about
outcomes that are sufficiently valuable to justify the intrinsic
disvalue of the suffering itself. Thus Jamie Mayerfeld, who
defends a blanket moral duty to eliminate suffering, argues that
despite appearances, the value of judicially inflicted suffering
can be reduced either to the value of the moral knowledge or
insight gained by the person who suffers, or to the value of the
redemption that the suffering, when successful, brings about.
“Perhaps the overall package is worth having; perhaps the
knowledge and virtue are worth their cost in suffering,”
Mayerfeld writes. “But the suffering is a cost. In itself, it seems
to me, it cannot be seen as anything other than evil.”s

Mayerfeld’s argument is not conclusive, for it is not clear
that all of the value attached to judicially inflicted suffering can
be assimilated to its educative and redemptive functions. Many
people, after all, would follow Kant in holding it appropriate
that a guilty party suffer even where there is no chance of his
being educated, reformed, or redeemed. I do not, however, wish
to pursue this line of argument here. Instead, I wish to argue
that, regardless of the outcome of the question regarding
judicially inflicted suffering, the Elimination Thesis must be
rejected. For there is a different sort of suffering—one that is
typically neglected by defenders of the Elimination Thesis—that
is not clearly disvaluable and that does not, as so much other
suffering does, directly give rise to reasons for its own elimin-
ation.

3.

The defense of the Elimination Thesis we have been considering
claims that, when the value of suffering in itself is abstracted
away from the value of potentially positive aspects of that
suffering, the former value will always be found to be negative.
Such a defense presupposes that it is in fact always possible, at
least in principle, to abstract the positive aspects of suffering
away from the suffering itself. This in principle possibility is in
turn largely established by insisting that those positive aspects
be viewed as effects of the suffering rather than as inherent
qualities of it. Effects, after all, are always conceptually distinct
from their causes, even when, from a pragmatic point of view,
they cannot actually be prised apart.

In itself, the claim that every potentially positive aspect of
suffering can be interpreted as an effect of the suffering may
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