Scientific Support for the Feels Good Theory of Pleasure

Abstract

Pleasure is a concept that is put to use in many moral theories, most notably hedonism. However, the use of pleasure in moral theories has been influentially criticised by the likes of Anscombe and Rawls on the basis that no adequate account of pleasure stands up to close scrutiny. The main obstacle to creating an adequate conception of pleasure is the heterogeneity problem; that various ‘pleasures’ provided by different sources, such as from reading a good book or from having sex, are so experientially dissimilar that they cannot rightly be classified as members of the same group. The heterogeneity problem has led most philosophers who wanted to hold on to the concept of pleasure to abandon simple felt-quality theories of pleasure in favour of motivational theories of pleasure; they shifted from explaining pleasure by how it feels to reducing it to desires in some way. Motivational theories of pleasure have the advantage of avoiding the heterogeneity problem by unifying diverse pleasures (they are all desired in the right kind of way), but they stray too far from the folk conception of pleasure. Aaron Smuts has convincingly argued that a type of felt-quality theory of pleasure, the Feels Good Theory of Pleasure, can in fact provide a good answer to the heterogeneity problem while maintaining direct contact with the folk notion of pleasure. In this paper I present neuroscientific support for the Feels Good Theory of Pleasure in the hope that it will once again be put to use in moral theories.
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