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Robert Nozick on Happiness: Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle 
Central Problem: 

Nozick critically assesses a dominant philosophical view which claims that happiness is the 
sole intrinsic good and thus the ultimate goal of human life. He challenges this hedonistic 
view—held by utilitarians and echoed in psychological models such as Freud’s pleasure 
principle—arguing that it fails to account for deeper human concerns such as narrative 
structure, truth, and reality-connectedness. 

 

Nozick’s Project: 

To reframe our understanding of happiness, not as the single most important element of a 
good life, but as one dimension among others—important, but constrained by considerations of 
narrative, meaning, connection, and truth. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE ARGUMENT 
 

1. Why Not Just Maximize Happiness? 

(p. 99–101) 

● Nozick begins by critiquing the view that the total amount of happiness is all that 
matters. 
 

● Thought experiment: Would you choose a life of declining happiness over time if it had 
a greater total amount than one where happiness increases? 
 

● Most people prefer an upward-sloping curve of happiness, suggesting that narrative 
direction matters. 
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○ Anticipation (future-oriented happiness) plays a role that a static metric of total 
happiness can't capture. 
 

○ This undermines the simplistic aggregation model of happiness. 

“We would be willing...to give up some amount of happiness to get our lives’ 
narratives moving in the right direction.” (p. 100) 

 

2. Happiness Is Not All That Matters 

(p. 101–104) 

● Nozick presents the famous "Experience Machine" (first introduced in Anarchy, State, 
and Utopia) to highlight our commitment to reality over mere pleasure. 
 

● Key Insight: We want to be certain kinds of people, not merely feel like we are. 
 

● The experience machine provides pleasure without actuality, and most would refuse to 
live in it forever. 

“We care about things in addition to how our lives feel to us from the inside.” (p. 
104) 

 

3. The Second Reality Principle 

(p. 106) 

● Beyond Freud’s reality principle (instrumental to achieving future pleasure), Nozick 
introduces a second, intrinsic reality principle: 
 

○ We value actual connection with reality—not as a means to happiness but as 
an end in itself. 
 

○ We want true beliefs, accurate emotions, and meaningful interaction with the 
world. 

“To focus on external reality...is valuable in itself, not just as a means to more 
pleasure or happiness.” (p. 106) 
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4. Dissecting the Concept of Happiness 

(p. 108–115) 

Nozick identifies three primary forms of happiness: 

A. Local Happiness: 

Being happy that X is the case. 

● A standard emotional response to a specific event. 

B. Present Life-Satisfaction: 

Feeling that one’s life is good now. 

● Marked by completeness and an absence of other desires. 
 

● Often connected with being engaged in a process that one values (p. 109). 

C. Global Happiness: 

Satisfaction with one’s life as a whole. 

● Most closely connected to philosophical interest in the "good life." 
 

● Draws from Władysław Tatarkiewicz's work on complete, deep, and justified satisfaction 
(p. 110). 
 

● Nozick relaxes Tatarkiewicz’s idealized standard and suggests that a happy life is one 
that is “good enough on the whole.” 

“A life can be a happy one...yet that person need not positively evaluate his life as a 
whole.” (p. 113) 

 

5. Happiness as Evaluation (Metalevel vs. Object-Level) 

(p. 112–113) 

● Metalevel: Happiness as a justified evaluation of one’s life as good. 
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● Object-Level: The felt experiences and emotions of happiness. 
 

● The metalevel function explains why happiness matters: it certifies that one’s life is 
going well—but only if that evaluation is accurate. 

“Happiness rides piggyback on other things that are positively evaluated correctly.” 
(p. 115) 

 

6. Moods, Dispositions, and Benchmarks 

(p. 114–117) 

● Happiness is a function of baseline comparisons: we evaluate our situation based on 
chosen standards or reference points. 
 

● One can increase happiness by adjusting these evaluative baselines. 
 

○ But Nozick warns: Isn’t this like a partial experience machine? 
 

○ Genuine happiness still requires contact with reality, not selective delusion. 

“It is in this sense that our happiness is within our own power.” (p. 117) 

 

Conclusion: Happiness Recontextualized 

Nozick's final position is subtle and pluralistic. Happiness is not nothing, nor is it everything. 
Instead, it's a fitting emotional response to a life that is good in itself—one with truth, depth, 
narrative richness, and authentic engagement with reality. Aiming solely at happiness risks 
severing those deeper values that give it meaning. 

“What we want...is a life and a self that happiness is a fitting response to—and then 
to give it that response.” (p. 117) 
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