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Abstract 

In this paper I have examine the notions of pleasure and happiness and try to bring out the main points of differences and 
similarities between the two. Different possible types of pleasure are delineated by some of the main thinkers like Bentham, Mill and 
Aristotle on this topic. I focus mainly on the distinction between sensory and non-sensory pleasures also identified as higher and lower 
pleasures, and between the true and false pleasures. These distinctions however do not apply to happiness for we do not speak of sensory 
or non-sensory happiness or even true or false happiness. With the help of Putnam’s thought experiment, I prove that happiness as 
different from pleasure is an overarching phenomenon which encompasses various other agreeable feelings including contentment, 
lasting satisfaction and even pleasure but is not identifiable with either of them. 
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Introduction 

Men do seek different things under the name of happiness which include pleasure, wealth, health, power, fame and so on. But 
this does not alter the truth that happiness is something over and above these particular things. Of course, not all philosophers agree that 
happiness is the supreme human good. Nietzsche stated that happiness was something for the British shopkeepers, while Einstein 
believed that it was something for a swine. In John Dewey’s opinion however those who reject the supremacy of happiness do not in 
fact reject the supremacy but a particular conception of the means to happiness. He says:  

Happiness had often been made the object of the moralist’s contempt. Yet the most ascetic moralist has usually restored the 
idea of happiness under some other name, such as bliss. [Dewey 2004 p.103] 

 
If we can regard philosophers like Aristotle, Aquinas, Dewey and many others as correct about the nature of human beings, 

then we cannot be mistaken about our supreme goal, but differ only about the names of that goal. 
 

  Many people never succeed in their search for the supreme goal, that is, happiness, because they do not understand what 
happiness is. They think they will be happy if they acquire wealth, power, and fame so that they can fill their lives with all the pleasures 
they crave for. But happiness cannot be identified with the accumulation of pleasures. In fact, our ordinary way of speaking indicates 
that we never identify happiness with pleasure. For we speak of the pleasures of taste, or touch. We also speak of the pleasures of the 
mind.  But we never speak of the happiness of the taste-buds or of any other sense. We do not speak of the happiness of the mind. The 
reason is clear – happiness is always spoken of in relation to the whole person, not merely to a particular faculty. For just as pain 
accompanies activity excessive to a faculty, for example, a blinding flash of light, or scalding hot water, so pleasure arises from the 
activity proportionate to a faculty. Thus, we enjoy looking at the brilliant colours of the rainbow and hearing the song of the birds. 
Happiness requires a more inclusive foundation than mere pleasure. Happiness comes from activity proportionate to the whole person, 
to the whole human nature, not only on occasion but throughout our lives. 

 
Kinds of pleasures 

Pleasures have been distinguished by various philosophers. The most common and the most accepted distinction is that of 
sensory and non-sensory pleasures. Sensory pleasures are pleasures of the senses such as the ones derived from having a warm bath or 
a massage. The non-sensory pleasures are the higher pleasures such as derived from writing a poem or realizing that one’s job is going 
well, or one’s child is healthy or that one’s spouse has got a promotion.  

 
Happiness and Pleasure: Crossroads and Diversions 

  These distinctions however do not apply to happiness for happiness is fundamentally non-sensory. Happiness is a goal we all 
pursue. Pleasure, most commonly is sought after as a therapy that relieves stress and provides relaxation. It is like a breath of fresh air 
in a life dissipated by tension and worry. Pleasures work as instant remedies and lift the human being out of his sadness for a while. The 
pleasures that the human beings indulge in are often bodily pleasures or those which have an instant impact on the corresponding moods: 
fulfilling the desire for food, assets, relationships, passing friendships and so on that last as long as the human being gets on well with 
them and are dropped as soon as they become a burden. These immediate and quick pleasures are ones that do not stay for long unless 
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they are pushed to excess as in the case of drug addiction. Drug abuse is the perfect example of bodily pleasures taken to the pinnacle. 
The trap into which a drug addict falls is that of having taken the search for pleasure as an end. And at this stage this quest for pleasure 
engulfs him and holds him completely.  

 
    Happiness is long term and wholesome in nature. Pleasure is short lived and often addiction forming. Those who like to drink 

because of the pleasurable way alcohol affects their body, will crave this feeling more and more. Similarly, those who seek to fulfill 
their carnal desires will soon be addicted to their pursuit and lead shallow lives. Pleasure in itself is not wrong but taking it as a substitute 
for happiness leads only to sorrow. Happiness ends all sorrow. The person who is happy does not look for greater happiness. But pleasure 
always incites us to experience greater pleasure. It drives us, and in driving us it enslaves us. Happiness on the other hand sets us free. 
It is more comprehensive and enduring. It is satisfying in itself. Therefore, it gives us peace and tranquility. 

 
Applying Putnam’s Thought Experiment to understand the distinction 

  To clarify and substantiate the distinction between happiness and pleasure I use the illustration of the brain in a vat by Hilary 
Putnam (1982).   

 
  Suppose there is a human being whose brain has been removed from his body by an operation and then placed in a vat filled 

with all the required nutrients to keep the brain in existence. The scientist who performs this operation connects the nerve endings of 
the brain to a highly sophisticated computer so that the brain is misled to believe that he and everything around him is in the usual state. 
The scientist even rubs out all the memory of the operation from the brain with the result that the brain senses no change within itself. 
The computer sends electronic impulses to the brain through the nerve endings which enable the brain to experience the external objects, 
other human beings and all that there is to experience in the normal life. The computer even capacitates the brain to feel movement in 
the body if it wishes to walk, turn the head, raise arms and so on. The brain can even amuse itself while reading about the possibility of 
a scientist removing the brain from the body and placing it in a vat and connecting it with the computer. In short, the brain or the human 
being whose brain it is, experiences all that the scientist wishes him to experience. 

 
  Considering this situation as a possibility if we provide the brain with all sorts of pleasurable experiences, are we to arrive at 

the conclusion that the brain is happy, if we are advised to identify pleasure with happiness. Let us develop this case further and find 
out how this conclusion can be challenged. 

 
  The scientist programmes the computer in such a way that it sends to the brain continuous dosages of pleasure. The brain 

receives hallucinations of experiencing both the ordinary bodily pleasures and the intellectual ones. At regular intervals he seems to 
listen to different genres of music. Sometimes he believes himself to be reading great and then switching over to thrillers. At other times 
when he is neither listening to music nor reading the computer causes him to believe that he is watching a good movie or taking a stroll 
in a beautiful garden and smelling the fragrance of flowers. He is also made to believe that he is having delicious mouthwatering food.  
He is made to experience beauty all around. Now can we call this brain in a vat happy?  

 
Utilitarian perspective on the distinction 

Utilitarians do not distinguish between happiness and pleasure. The two terms are synonymous. For them the worth of an action 
is assessed in terms of how it squares with the principle of greatest or maximum happiness.   

 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) would not hesitate in considering the life of a brain in a vat as the most desirable. For he reasoned 

it like that. The greatest happiness principle therefore, “approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency 
which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question: or, what is the same thing in 
other words, to promote or to oppose that happiness.” [Bentham 1948, p 34] 

 
He believed that if all the seven elements viz. intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity, purity, fecundity and extent which 

help in the assessment of happiness are taken care of then no matter what, happiness is bound to result and the activity that leads to this 
happiness will then be the only right thing to do.     

 
J.S. Mill (1806-1873) would also have to accept this brain in a vat as happy despite his utilitarianism having the merit of 

regarding higher pleasures as superior in quality to the lower ones. For we do have to admit here that the brain in a vat experiences a 
wide variety of quality pleasures which any reasonable common man under normal circumstances would love to enjoy. 
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We can compare this brain in a vat with the case of a lady who lives in a fool’s paradise. She does not know that she is being 
deceived by her husband who has countless affairs with other women but only pretends to be faithful and devoted to her. Her children 
are no better. They fail in exams but she is told that they are the best students in the school. To relieve her of any possible doubt or 
question they bring fake trophies and false report cards home. She is not spared by her relatives and friends either. They always have 
her as a topic of amusement but she is made to believe that she is most respected and admired by them. Thus, she lives in a false world 
as Blackburn puts it “She happily expects paradise, but there is no paradise.”   [2003, p.73] 
 
Are the Utilitarians right? 

Everybody would agree on the point that happiness is something admirable and enviable. If this is what a happy life amounts 
to then probably no one would wish to be either a brain in a vat or be in the place of the lady who is constantly being deceived. These 
are not cases of genuine happiness but they are only illusions of happiness. True happiness consists in one’s enmeshment with the world. 
Blalckburn says: 

It cannot be generated by stoking up sensations within. In the same way, a succession of pleasures a life of endless release of 
endorphins, perhaps through some chemical stimulation, would not be a life of Aristotelian happiness. It is not one we could admire or 
envy or wish for those whose happiness we care about. [2003, p.73] 
 

Even the drugged state, though it is like a flight into a world of ecstasy and rhapsody, is too limited to be happiness. For it 
consumes the addict and robs him of his liberty. This flight is only an escape from one’s own self. It is an experience that has nothing 
to do with the pleasure born of a union with reality and of accord with it. Perhaps, utilitarians would like to revise their understanding 
of happiness.  
 
Aristotle on Happiness and Pleasure 

Aristotle’s treatment of happiness and pleasure reveals how important it is for a man to be free in order to lead a happy life. 
The truly happy person is … creative and free. His or her experience of pleasure is quite different. It springs from human perfection and 
not from some chemical artifice. It is more lasting and finer. [Vanier 2002, p.50] 
  

Man has to be conscious and rational to experience happiness which is an activity. For happiness is an activity that springs 
from logos (reason) and which is in accordance with virtue.  

 
Happiness, for Aristotle, is not the lot of someone who peacefully and comfortably enjoys his possessions, who is content with 

his family, work, success, riches, and honours, or is satisfied with himself. Happiness is a vital activity that brings immense joy and that 
is life. It is the completely joyous activity of one who is entirely, with his intelligence and his whole being, oriented towards that which 
is nobler and greater than himself. [Vanier 2002, p. 21] 
 

No doubt some people do associate happiness with exciting activities and moments of exhilaration and zealousness. And when 
life is not kind enough to shower these stimulating moments on them, they attempt to find them in a delirious fashion of eating, drinking, 
having drugs and so on.  

 
  Aristotle suggests us to target something higher. According to him a long and continuous succession of pleasurable sensations 

cannot equal genuine happiness which comes from the deepest part of ourselves and fetches with itself immense joy. This joy is not the 
result of the activity accomplished but is simultaneous with the activity itself. It is not just the attainment of the desired objects but the 
delight in feeling alive and of existing through an activity that is essential to happiness. And it is here that the Brain in a vat in spite of 
its regular potions of pleasurable sensations falls deficient and weak in reaching up to the domain of happiness.  

 
The brain in a vat is not conscious in the real sense. It would definitely fail to distinguish the two-fold joy – one, the joy of the 

object perceived and contemplated and second, the joy of the feeling that we live and exist in and through this union of the object that 
is designed and loved. Moreover, happiness is not attained in isolation. It is to be experienced while working with and for others. 
Happiness no doubt is self-sufficient but it is not “sufficient for a man by himself, for one who lives a solitary life, but also for parents, 
children, wife and in general for his friends and fellow citizens, since man is born for citizenship.” [Nicomachean Ethics 1097b7-10] 
Also, it is not adequate to depend alone on a well-born character, talents and fortune for happiness. Rather it is the fullest development 
of oneself as a human being in the various aspect of one’s character and intelligence that makes up for one’s happiness. Happiness also 
demands clear choices on the part of the individual in order to orient his life in the direction of making him fully human. Thus, a mere 
supply of pleasures does not make the brain in a vat happy. And therefore, it can be deduced that pleasure is not the same as happiness. 
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For Aristotle pleasure surely has a proper place in the pursuit of happiness. “Every activity is completed by the attendant pleasure.” 
[Nicomachean Ethics 1175 a 20] Aristotle underlines a profound human truth that nobody would hesitate to endorse.  
 

If pleasure does not stain morality, neither does it attach itself to happiness like some artificial adornment. It is not sprinkled 
over a moral act to guarantee it a certain spice. Happiness and pleasure are intrinsically linked. Pleasure has a direct effect on the quality 
of the activity – of the vital activity that is at the heart of happiness. [Vanier 2002, p.39] 

 
Clearly, very little of our behaviour is divorced from the pursuit of pleasure. In spite of the influence of puritanism in ethics 

during his time, Aristotle recognized the importance of pleasure in life and was not apprehensive about integrating pleasure into an 
ethical approach. 

 
Conclusion 

The zeal and fascination for pleasure which is so prevalent in the modern times is both a constraint and a blessing. On the one 
hand, this indulgence in pleasure is like a blind alley as the thirst for it is never ending. Moreover, repeated fruition kills pleasure. It has 
no regard for the period of desire. Only he who knows how to desire, is actually able to enjoy pleasure. Rationality and desire go hand 
in hand. If one knows how to distinguish pleasures, his desire gets equally heightened. But the quest for pleasure as the only end 
culminates in the loss of interest in the same object. Russell also suggests the same when he writes: 

Too much excitement not only undermines the health, but dulls the palate for every kind of pleasure, substituting titillations 
for profound organic satisfactions, cleverness for wisdom, and jagged surprises for beauty. [1975, p.52]  
 

Pleasure results from the gratification of desire. And desire is an orientation towards the object. This amalgamation of desire 
and the acquisition of the object is what is to be called pleasure. What is then required to refurbish our life is a culture of desire.  

 
Evidently the Aristotelian standard defines pleasure by the activity which itself is ascertained by its object. To understand what 

this means I take the example of the ordinary sensations. We know that sensation is an activity of the senses. This activity has its extent 
between two terminals. The subject perceiving through the five sense organs which are disposed towards the sensible objects in a manner 
of expectation and desire is placed at one end while at the other end is placed the object which covers a diversity like colours, smells, 
sounds, the sweet and the salty, the hot and the cold. Sensation is an activity in which both what can be sensed and the one who senses 
equally partake. Neither the object removed from the subject nor the subject detached from the object can create sensation. For the object 
by itself is imperceptible and unaffected and the subject by itself is dead and defunct. However, when one is brought in the presence of 
the other, the object rouses the subject, to realize in action and produce sensation. “That is, Aristotle stipulates, all being well.” [Vanier 
2002, p. 53] 

 
When a person is either sad or fatigued and more particularly if his hearing organ is defective, he may well listen to his favourite 

music without taking delight in it. In such a situation the ability to take in and entertain oneself is tapered off. Also, if the music is loud 
and irritating then the failure to enjoy the music lies not with the subject but with the object. 

 
An activity is perfect and pleasurable, when the two leading characters, that is the subject and the object are in their best possible 

conditions. More precisely, when the organs of sensation operate effectively and when the objects open to these organs are of high grade 
the result that is, the sensation is bound to be gratifying. 

 
Neither the subject nor the object obstructs the smooth flow of actions. For this reason, Aristotle regards the activity as both 

unimpeded and perfect. Aristotle observes: 
Since every sense is active in relation to its object, and a sense which is in good condition acts perfectly in relation to the most 

beautiful of its objects (for perfect activity seems to be ideally of this nature, whether we say that it is active, or the organ in which it 
resides, may be assumed to be immaterial), it follows that in the case of each sense the best activity is that of the best-conditioned organ 
in relation to the finest of its objects. [Nicomachean Ethics 1174614-23] 

 
A complete activity is that which is most pleasant. In other words, pleasure arises from or flows out from the perfection of the 

activity. There is no necessity of adding any ancillary element to the activity. It is sufficient in itself. Aristotle writes: 
This is why when we enjoy anything very much, we do not throw ourselves into anything else, and do one thing only when we 

are not pleased by another: for example, in the theater the people who eat sweets do so most when the actors are poor. [Nicomachean 
Ethics 1175610-14]  
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This is associated with the perfection of the act. This, however, does not deter Aristotle from arranging or classifying pleasures 
in a hierarchy ascertained by the object pursued. The finer the object, the greater is the pleasure. It is the object that determines the 
activity and the extent of pleasure.  

 
It is interesting to note that Aristotle regards no difference between pleasure and joy. There is no self-centered and sensual 

pleasure on the one hand and spiritual sophisticated and philanthropic joy on the other. All our actions generous or otherwise are attended 
by pleasure. The word ‘hedone’ is invariably used to signify both the pleasure of learning and the pleasure of eating or drinking. To 
each kind of activity corresponds a particular pleasure. Thus, there are as many kinds of pleasure as there are kinds of activities. However, 
it is the merit or the quality of the object that one works towards that establishes the degree and depth of pleasure. The higher and lower 
pleasures which are generally accepted as the two kinds of pleasure are determined on the basis of this standard by Aristotle. Thus, the 
aim of Aristotelian ethics is to help human beings choose the activity that brings maximum pleasure and consequently become as happy 
as possible by detaching themselves from activities that give artificial and momentary pleasures and restrain them from advancing 
towards the refined and superior activities and pleasure.    

 
  Aristotle guards’ human beings against the fatal consequences of seeking vulgar, immediate and facile pleasures. For these 

pleasures can very easily entice a person into wrongful conduct and intrude upon his conscience to the point where he is prevented from 
even acquainting himself with the finer, superior and exalted pleasures.  

 
Happiness is realized by making efforts towards it. Man has to enhance and strengthen his capacity to become more human, 

more just, more generous and thereby become happier and realize the fact that human beings are made for happiness. 
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