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Introduction




I never expected to write a book on happiness.

Despite a lifetime of writing and lecturing, until ten years ago I had written nothing and given almost no lectures on this subject. Like many other people, I had devoted a great deal of time to thinking through and struggling with the issue of happiness, but as far as lecturing, writing, and my radio talk show were concerned, I was preoccupied with other subjectsespecially good and evil, theology, contemporary issues, and issues relating to male-female differences.

Why did I neglect happiness? Because I considered these other topics to be more serious and therefore more worthy of my time. I regarded happiness as essentially a light topiceven though I surely wanted to be happy and assumed that everyone else did too. My morality-comes-first attitude and religious background had led me to assume that concern with happiness was somehow a less than noble pursuit. People concerned with good and evil, I believed, should not devote much time to writing or speaking about being happy; and the relatively little that I had heard or read on the subject seemed to me either too rosy or too filled with clichs.

My attitude toward happiness was entirely wrong. Happiness is not a selfish or frivolous concern; it is as deep and worthy a subject as good and evil. Human beings want to be happy, and they have a right to want to be. Far from being a selfish or ignoble goal, this is one of the distinguishing features of human beings. To the extent that animals can be said to want anything, what they want is to avoid pain and to be sated, but not to be happy. For better and for worse, this is a uniquely human aim.

The story of how I came to learn this lesson about the significance of happiness and how I came to lecture more on this subject than on any other may interest the reader.

Ten years ago, I was invited by a clergyman at UCLA to deliver a lecture to students there. He told me that since my name was known to a number of students because of my Los Angeles radio talk show, he was assured of a turnout.

I assume you want me to speak on religion, I said, since he was a clergyman and I frequently spoke on the subject.

Oh, no, he responded. No one will show up if you do. I would like you to speak on a light subject.

Like what? I asked.

Like happiness.

But happiness isnt a light subject, I protested. My first marriage had just broken up. In fact, happiness is a serious problem, I told him.

Thats a great title, he responded.

And that is how it all began. He had given me the subject with which I would be preoccupied for ten years, the title of every talk I was to give on the subject, and the title of this book.

I worked hard on that speech. I was sure that it would be one of the few times I would ever lecture on the subject, and I wanted a tape of it. If it turned out to be a good speech, I would add it to the list of my tapes that I make available to the readers of my newsletter.

As it happened, I did like the way it turned out, and I added it to my tape list. Soon thereafter, it became my best-selling tape; a radio station in New York City broadcast it in its entirety; an editor at Redbook magazine heard the broadcast and asked me to write an article on happiness; Readers Digest abridged the Redbook piece for publication in various languages; book offers came in, as did lecture invitations here and abroad. I have since given two full courses on happiness at a Jewish seminary, all-day courses on happiness to business groups around America, and have lectured on the subject on five continents.

None of this is intended to impress the reader. I relate it solely to explain why someone previously preoccupied with other issues would come to devote ten years to lecturing and ultimately writing a book on happiness. Although good and evil, theology, sex differences, and other issues remain great concerns of mine, once I began seeing how much these ideas about happiness helped contribute to the quality of peoples lives, writing this book became almost a moral imperative.

My talks in various countries also had an impact on my writing this book. They confirmed what I could previously only suspect: that while cultures vary profoundly, the human desire for happiness is nearly universal, as are many of the obstacles to happiness.

Having explained why I have written this book, I feel obliged to offer some disclaimers.

First, I have not written this book in the belief that everyone who reads it will become happy. The very idea is preposterous. To be happy requires knowledge about how to achieve happiness (i.e., wisdom) and hard work and self-discipline to put that knowledge into practice. This book offers some of that knowledge and ideas about how to put it into practice. However, it cannot compel anyone to either incorporate the knowledge or put any of it into practice.

Second, I have not written this book in the belief that everyone can be equally happy. Some people will always be happier than others, just as some people will always play the piano better than others. But just as nearly all of us, with good teaching and self-discipline, could play the piano much better than we do now, nearly all of us, with good teaching and self-discipline, could be happier than we are now.

Third, I do not for a moment offer these ideas as the definitive or final words on happiness. There are many ways to lead a happy life; the ideas in this book are not the only roads that lead there. Nevertheless, whatever road you choose, I would be surprised if Happiness Is a Serious Problem did not help you on that road.

Given the uniqueness of every individual, it is impossible to know how ideas on as personal an issue as happiness will be absorbed by all readers. I therefore showed various stages of this book to more people than anything else I have ever written, and I have learned from each of them.

I am particularly grateful to my capable and dedicated editor Todd Silverstein and to Joseph Telushkin, each of whom wrote incisive comments on virtually every page of the book. Their contributions, along with those of Allen Estrin, to whom I read aloud almost every page, were of immense importance to the final product. I am similarly grateful to Dr. Stephen Marmer, Zachary Schreier, and Laurie Zimmet, each of whom took time from their busy lives to read the manuscript and offer excellent suggestions.

My wife, Fran, has had to endure my preoccupation with happiness for some time. She has also graciously sat through many of my lectures on the subject, including four consecutive nights in four South American countries (in slower English, no less) and has read every word and made critical suggestions. She and our wonderful children, Anya, David, and Aaron, are already happier peoplethanks to my finally finishing this book. As Fran has often put it, writing about happiness is a serious problem.

It will all be worth it if this book enables but one reader to better cope with the challenges of life and become a happier and better person. It is, of course, my great wish that many people will be so affected.










    
Part I

Premises





Happiness Is a Serious Problem combines ideas about happiness with a practical guide to applying these ideas to your life. It is written in the form of a compendium of ideas and suggestions rather than as an extended essay. This reflects the systematic way in which I have thought through these ideas and presented them in lectures and on my radio talk show for the last ten years. This approach has the advantages of conciseness, clarity, and an ability to deal with every major aspect of happiness that I could identify. It has the disadvantage of not pursuing these many aspects in all their depth. To do that would have entailed writing a veritable encyclopedia of happiness.

The book is divided into three parts. Part I is a brief statement of the premises of the book. Part II describes what I believe are the greatest obstacles to happiness for most peopleand thoughts on how to deal with those obstacles. Part III delineates what I believe are the major attitudes and behaviors necessary for achieving increased happiness.

While there is some methodology to the order of the chapters, the chapters of the book can be read in any order. Each chapter is largely a self-contained unit. However, although the order is not critical, reading all the chapters is.






    

Chapter 1

Happiness Is a Moral Obligation




We tend to think that we owe it to ourselves to be as happy as we can be. And this is true. But happiness is far more than a personal concern. It is also a moral obligation.

After one of my talks on happiness, a woman in the audience stood up and said, I only wish my husband had come to this talk. (He had chosen to attend a talk on business instead.) She explained that he was the unhappy one in their relationship and that much as she loved him, it was not easy being married to an unhappy person.

This woman enabled me to put into words what I had been searching forthe altruistic, in addition to the obvious personal, reasons to take happiness seriously. I told the woman and the audience that she was right; her husband should have attended the talk because he had a moral obligation to his daily partner in life to be as happy as he could be.

Upon a moments reflection, this becomes obvious. We owe it to our husband or wife, our fellow workers, our children, our friends, indeed to everyone who comes into our lives, to be as happy as we can be. This does not mean acting unreal, and it certainly does not mean refraining from honest and intimate expressions of our feelings to those closest to us. But it does mean that we owe it to others to work on our happiness. We do not enjoy being around others who are usually unhappy. Those who enter our lives feel the same way. Ask a child what it was like to grow up with an unhappy parent, or ask parents what pain they suffer if they have an unhappy child (of any age).

There is a second reason why happiness is a moral obligation. In general, people act more decently when they are happy. The chapter on seeking goodness explains the connection between goodness and happiness at length. It will suffice here to answer this: Do you feel more positively disposed toward other people and do you want to treat other people better when you are happy or when you are unhappy?

There is yet a third reason. I once asked a deeply religious man if he considered himself a truly pious person. He responded that while he aspired to be one, he felt that he fell short in two areas. One of those areas, he said, was his not being a happy enough person to be considered truly pious.

His point was that unhappy religious people reflect poorly on their religion and on their Creator. He was right; in fact, unhappy religious people pose a real challenge to faith. If their faith is so impressive, why arent these devoted adherents happy? There are only two possible reasons: either they are not practicing their faith correctly, or they are practicing their faith correctly and the religion itself is not conducive to happiness. Most outsiders assume the latter reason. Unhappy religious people should therefore think about how important being happy isif not for themselves, then for the sake of their religion. Unhappy, let alone angry, religious people provide more persuasive arguments for atheism and secularism than do all the arguments of atheists.







    

Chapter 2

Unhappiness Is EasyHappiness Takes Work




I was raised never to take the easy way out. I didnt like this idea when I was a child, and my family sometimes carried it to an extreme, but this principle has served me very well as an adult.

The easy way is very often the wrong way.

In my late teens I started applying this attitude to unhappiness, and it has had a permanently positive effect on my life. I was not a particularly happy child, and I also had an early awareness ofand later preoccupation withhuman evil and suffering. As a result, happiness did not come easily. Moreover, like most teenagers, I spent part of my teens reveling in my angst. One day, however, the thought occurred to me that being unhappy was easyin fact, the easy way outand that it took no courage, effort, or greatness to be unhappy. Anyone could be unhappy. True achievement, I realized at an early age, lay in struggling to be happy.

To this day, when I am unhappy I tell myself that I am taking the easy way out, that happiness is a battle to be waged and not a feeling to be awaited.

The notion that happiness must be constantly worked at comes as newsdisconcerting newsto many people. They assume that happiness is a feeling and that this feeling comes as a result of good things that happen to them. We therefore have little control over how happy we are, the thinking goes, because we can control neither how we feel nor what happens to us.

This book is predicated on the opposite premise: Happiness is largely, though certainly not entirely, determined by usthrough hard work (most particularly by controlling our nature) and through attaining wisdom (i.e., developing attitudes that enable us not to despair).

Everything worthwhile in life is attained through hard work. Happiness is not an exception.







    

Chapter 3

The Mind Plays the Central Role




While most people think of happiness as almost entirely a heart-based feelingI feel happy, I feel unhappythe focus of this book is on the mind. The use of ones mind and intelligence is indispensable to achieving happiness. Why? Because in order to be happy, we constantly have to ask ourselves, Will thishaving this thing, taking this action, relating to this person, purchasing this item, even dwelling on this thoughtmake me happier or unhappier? Answering these questions demands constant thought and reflection.

Most people do not regularly ask, Will this make me happier? before engaging in some action. Rather, they do what they do because it feels good at that moment.

That mind and intelligence are essential to happiness does not imply in any way that being a genius gives a person a better chance at being happy (on the contrary, geniuses are not known to be a particularly happy group of people). It does imply that people must use their minds to be happy. This is not a cause for concern, since the overwhelming majority of human beings are intelligent enough to be happier. What most people lack are:



	The awareness that what will make them happy demands a great deal of thought

	The self-discipline to overcome their natural inclination to do what is most pleasurable at the moment rather than what is most happiness-inducing

	The wisdom to consistently answer the question Will this make me happier or unhappier?



This book offers advice for dealing with all three of these challenges.







    

Chapter 4

There Is No Good Definition of Happiness




I offer no definition of happiness.

It may seem odd that an author has written a book on a subject that he cannot define, yet I have done so, and it is not odd. If it seems strange, it is because our scientific age demands that we provide definitions, measurements, and statistics in order to be taken seriously. Yet most of the important things in life cannot be precisely defined or measured. Can we define or measure love, beauty, friendship, or decency, for example?

For those who insist on a definition, here are dictionary definitions of the word happy:


	Characterized by good luck; fortunate

	Enjoying, showing, or marked by pleasure, satisfaction, or joy

	Being especially well-adapted

	Cheerful



Does this help? I dont think so. Therefore, instead of defining happiness, I propose two other ways to understand the subject of this book. One is to paraphrase the U.S. Supreme Court justice who, addressing the issue of obscenity, said, I cannot define it, but I know it when I see it. In discussing happiness, we do not need to be scientifically precise or to provide evidence that would hold up in court. I have never defined happiness in any of my lectures, and it has never seemed to inhibit dialogue on the subject. Members of the audience and I all knew what we were discussing, however any of us might define it.

The other way to more precisely explain the subject, or at least the intent, of Happiness Is a Serious Problem is by focusing on unhappiness. Although we may never be able to define happiness, and its full attainment may forever be elusive, most of us do think we understand unhappiness and very much intend to avoid it. Happiness Is a Serious Problem may therefore be understood as intending to reduce unhappiness just as much as to provide happiness.







    

Chapter 5

Life Is Tragic




I do not come to the subject of happiness from a particularly rosy outlook on life. On the contrary, I come to it from a largely tragic view of life. I believe that suffering is real, not as some fine souls in the East would have it, a function of the ego, and not as some fine souls in the West would have it, all for the best. Some suffering is a result of egocentrism, and sometimes suffering does indeed lead to positive results, but much suffering that people have had to endure is undeserved, awful, and leads to nothing positive. (I believe in an afterlife, but this book is written about achieving happiness in this life.)

I also believe in the reality of evil. It is not merely the absence of good, it is a genuine horror unto itself, and I have spent much of my life studying it. I have written Happiness Is a Serious Problem with constant awareness of the Nazi gas chambers, the Communist gulags, the almost universal horrors of racism, and the daily news reports of vicious crime and terrorism.

There are a number of important philosophical and emotional consequences to having such an outlook. For one thing, I walk around amazed at my good fortune. Given how much unjust suffering and unhappiness there are, I am deeply grateful for, sometimes even perplexed by, how much misery I have been spared. For another, given my view that tragedy is normal, I try to be happy unless something happens that makes me unhappy, rather than unhappy unless something makes me happy. Most people go through life waiting for something wonderful to happen to them to make them happy. My attitude is that so long as nothing terrible is happening to us, we ought to be happy. Finally, this tragic view of life leads me to have little patience with the chronic complaining I hear in modern society from people who have so much yet act as if life and society have conspired to oppress them.

Moreover, life has much pain built into it even for people who lead inordinately blessed lives. Even in the best instance (i.e., a long and healthy life), we all experience the awful sadness of deathwhether ours or that of loved ones. We all leave behind so much unfinished emotional and other business. And in life itself, all of us experience, in author Judith Viorsts inimitable words, a series of very painful necessary losses. For example, as I write these words, my youngest child, Aaron, is nearing his fifth birthday. My wife and I rejoice at his growing up, yet there is a lump of sadness in both of us as we watch these uniquely endearing early years disappear forever. Even when life is not tragic, indeed, even when it is good, it surely is bittersweet.








    
Part II

Major Obstacles to Happiness and How to Deal with Them







    

Chapter 6

Human Nature




Human Nature Is Insatiable

I once came across a newspaper advertisement that crystallized the problem of happiness for me. The advertisement, which was for a Los Angeles sex therapy clinic, read: If you are not completely satisfied with your sex life, give us a call. At first, the ad meant nothing to me. But for some reason I felt compelled to think about it. And when I did, it became clear to me that this was a truly brilliant ad: if all the people in Los Angeles who were not completely satisfied with their sex life contacted the clinic, everyone in Los Angeles would contact the clinic.

Why? Because the advertisement used the magic words completely satisfied. Who is completely satisfied with anything? To illustrate this point, imagine these ads:


If you are not completely satisfied with your income, give us a call.

If you are not completely satisfied with your spouse, give us a call.


If you are not completely satisfied with your children, give us a call.

If you are not completely satisfied with your parents, give us a call.

If you are not completely satisfied with your toothpaste, give us a call.



We are completely satisfied with nothing.

The reason is human nature. It is insatiableand that is why no single obstacle to happiness is greater than human nature. Whatever our nature desireslove, sex, money, attention, pleasure, food, securitycannot be supplied in sufficient quantities to satisfy it completely.

Pay attention to the order of words first spoken by a child, and you will probably notice what I did with my youngest. His first word was Mama. Then came Dada. And his third word was more. These words of a baby accurately represent our deepest urgesfirst for love and security and then for moreof everything.

That human nature is the greatest single obstacle to happiness is too rarely pointed out by those who speak or write about happiness. First, it strikes many people as too pessimistic. Second, citing our own nature as the greatest obstacle to happiness means that to be happy, we have to battle ourselves, and this is not something many people want to hear. Third, it undermines the common desire to attribute ones unhappiness to outside forces.

Nevertheless, whether we wish to confront it or not, human nature is the greatest obstacle to happiness, and that is why this book directs so much attention to the battle we must wage with ourselves to achieve a happier life.


What to Do with the Insatiability

of Human Nature

Our Brain, Not Our Nature, Must Determine

Our Happiness

Because human nature is insatiable, our brain, with its rational and philosophical abilities, not our nature, must be the arbiter of whether we are happy. We must be able, in effect, to tell our nature that although we hear it and respect it, our mind, not our nature, will determine whether we are satisfied.

First, can we decide to be satisfied with what we have? A poor man who can





	Maintain awareness of what we are feeling while not allowing it to sabotage our happiness

	Work on reducing whatever it is that causes us dissatisfaction
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