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“Happiness,” according to Philippa Foot, “is a most intractable concept.”
She commits herself, however, to the claim that “great happiness, unlike
euphoria or even great pleasure, must come from something related to what
is deep in human nature, and fundamental in human life, such as affection
for children and friends, the desire to work, and love of freedom and truth.”1

I am not persuaded by this characterization of happiness and offer the fol-
lowing counterexample.

Consider Fred, a fictitious person, but an amalgamation of several people
I have known. Fred’s life has been devoted to achieving three aims: fame,
wealth, and a reputation for probity. He has no interest whatever in friends
or truth. Indeed, he is treacherous and thoroughly dishonest. Nevertheless,
he has attained his three goals and is, in fact, a rich celebrity renowned for
his supposed integrity. His acquiring a good name while acting unscrupu-
lously is a tribute to his audacity, cunning, and luck. Now he rests self-
satisfied, basking in renown, delighting in luxuries, and relishing praise for
his reputed commitment to the highest moral standards.

That he enjoys great pleasure, even euphoria, is undeniable. But accord-
ing to Foot, he is not happy. I would say, rather, that we are not happy with
him. We do not wish to see shallowness and hypocrisy rewarded. Indeed,
while numerous works of literature describe good persons who are doomed
to failure, few works tell of evil persons who ultimately flourish. (An excep-
tion to the rule is Natasha in Chekhov’s The Three Sisters, a play that causes
most audiences anguish.)

We can define “happiness” so as to falsify the claim that Fred is happy.
This philosophical sleight-of-hand, though, accomplishes little, for Fred is
wholly contented, suffering no worries or anxieties. Indeed, he is smug, as he
revels in his exalted position.

Happiness may be, as Foot says, an “intractable concept.” Yet surely Fred
is happy. Perhaps later in life he won’t be. Or perhaps he will. He may come
to the end of his days as happy as he is now. I presume his case provides a
reason why God is supposed to have created hell, for if Fred suffers no pun-
ishment in the next world, he may escape punishment altogether. And believ-
ing in that prospect is yet another reason he is happy.

Note

1 Philippa Foot, “Moral Relativism,” in Moral Dilemmas and Other Topics in Moral Philosophy
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