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  1.


  Pleasure, Happiness, Joy


  Most of us profess to love happiness and avidly seek it out. Similarly, most of us hate unhappiness and do everything we can to run from it, to suppress or deny it. Odd, then, that we rarely think deeply about what it is that makes us happy and unhappy, much less examine our role in bringing about those states in our lives. Happiness and unhappiness just seem to happen to us. We either revel in them or suffer from them, helpless and supine. But happiness and unhappiness occur for reasons. This book will explore them. Reading it will allow us to maximise our happiness and minimise our unhappiness. If we want. More than that, it will push us beyond happiness to pursue joy.


  This book is full of questions with spaces for you to fill in your responses. Why? Because we mostly read books passively and however much we may agree with them, we are not changed by them. This book seeks to bring about change. It will work if you engage actively with it.


  We are all responsible for our lives. Some of us are born with material advantages and opportunities, others with a great propensity towards happiness; some people experience more difficulty in their lives. But we all have free will; we can all make active and deliberate choices about changing the state in which we find ourselves. We just need to begin. The more we exercise choice, the more freedom we have: the less we exercise it, the more we become victims to circumstance.


  This book is about the discovery of personal autonomy and freedom. It is about the reclaiming of personal efficacy, about growing in self-awareness and finding ourselves. It is a book that, if you choose, will put you back in the driving seat. Because I believe that, ultimately, none of us truly want to be unhappy. It will take you on a journey in which you will discover profound meaning. Every step of the way will make you feel lighter as you discover your own personal truth in life.


  The pursuit of happiness (or joy, as I prefer to term the state of supremely easeful well-being that is this book’s aim for your life) is often portrayed as self-centred. Actually, it is anything but selfish. Relatives, friends and colleagues all benefit when we are happy. Their lives are diminished when we are unhappy. The pursuit of joy is a moral duty.


  Three states: pleasure, happiness, joy


  To understand where we are heading, we need to unpick three quite distinctive states: pleasure, happiness and joy. The attainment of joy is the ultimate end of our lives. The purpose of this book is to help us to arrive at secure happiness, and then to move beyond it.


  Pleasure is defined in this book as a subjective state. It is transitory and directly experienced through the consumption of material things. It is a purely self-centred, egotistical and narcissistic state. Pleasure is amoral. In experiencing pleasure, we treat others as objects. We are the centre of the universe.
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  Happiness is a deeper and more rewarding condition. We are no longer isolated individuals but in relationship with others, and with our deeper selves. It is not dependent upon consumption or personal acquisition. We act directly in order to achieve pleasure but we experience happiness as a by-product of living wisely. If we want to be happy, we thus have to live well, and we need to act morally. We must treat others, as well as ourselves, well and justly. To achieve happiness, we need to treat other people as equals.


  Joy is deeper still, and is experienced when the profoundest part of us is in complete harmony with the rest of creation. To achieve this state we may need to negate ourselves, our egos, and become one with the whole.


  When we experience pleasure, the ‘I’ is more important than anyone else: we see others as objects. But to achieve happiness, we must treat others as equals. To experience joy, others become more important than ourselves: our whole aim becomes to serve. We can represent this thus.


  Pleasure = 1 > 0


  Happiness = 1 = 1


  Joy = 1 < 0


  None of us can move straight to joy. We need first to progress beyond the basic, narcissistic level where our lives are dominated by pain avoidance and pleasure maximisation, to experience happiness. When we are happy we mature into rounded human beings, inhabiting a moral world in relationship with each other. Once we have built our secure egos, we have to learn to dissolve them and live from deeper selves, in harmony with the whole of creation. It is then that we experience joy.
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  Pleasure, happiness and joy, all have their enthusiastic purveyors. Throughout each day, we are bombarded by advertisements telling us that the purchase or experience of this or that product will bring us pleasure.


  Some of these pleasures will be harmless but some can damage us and others, when, for example, we indulge in an excess of alcohol, take illegal drugs or have exploitative sex.


  Businesses selling transient pleasures succeed because they know that our appetite for pleasure is insatiable. Something about human nature always demands more: bigger, faster, deeper, more intense, stronger, more powerful, more mind-blowing.


  The problem is, pleasure derived from a slab of chocolate, or from any other object, always fades when our consumption of it is over. When the sensation dies, the impulse comes into the brain – ‘more!’ The brain tends to press for still more consumption long after the body is satiated.


  The happiness industry, in contrast, sees itself on a more elevated plane. It has ground out self-help manuals for many years, in ever greater volume since the 1990s. Every media outlet dispenses regular advice on how to discover true and authentic happiness. Much of the material is good and based on solid evidence but some is flaky and purely commercial.
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  The study of happiness


  The study of happiness has deep historical roots. In ancient Greece, Socrates advocated self-knowledge as the path to happiness. Aristotle believed happiness, or eudaimonia, could be attained by living a virtuous life. The ancient Stoics maintained it was achievable via rational thought and an objective perspective on life. They argued that although what happens cannot always be controlled, we can usually determine our response to it. They too advocated a life of virtue to maximise our happiness.


  In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, philosophers, notably Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, argued that maximising happiness should be the aim for individuals, for governments and legislators. They gave birth to the term utilitarianism, which advocates the greatest happiness of the greatest number.


  In the later twentieth century, the pursuit of happiness was given a major boost by the development of ‘positive psychology’. The term was coined by the psychologist Abraham Maslow in the 1950s.4 Carl Rogers and Erich Fromm built on his work to argue that human beings could work positively and deliberately towards the discovery of their own happiness. But it was not until 1998, when Professor Martin Seligman chose Positive Psychology as the theme for his term as president of the American Psychological Association, that the idea was formally adopted as a discrete branch of psychology.


  Positive psychology claims ‘that it makes sense to study what is right about people in addition to what is wrong’.5 It is concerned with individual lives, as well as with relationships and organisations. The approach is less to analyse and dissect what has gone wrong and to pummel it relentlessly, than to look at the occasions when we ourselves, our relationships and organisations are successful, enjoyable and flourishing. It aims to understand what is happening when things are working well, and to build from there.


  Positive psychology has much to commend it. I declare an interest. It certainly inspired me to launch happiness classes in 2006 at Wellington, and to champion ‘well-being’ and character education at Wellington and beyond. Positive psychology has made a profound difference for the better to many.


  Where happiness is limited


  End of story? No, for two reasons. Firstly, positive psychology, for all its importance and freshness, works in a morally free or moral-light universe. The happiness described in this book is at heart connected with other human beings and is inextricably bound up with the notion of goodness. Secondly, because even happiness is not enough. It is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for a good life. We are on earth to probe more deeply than that.
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  Deep down, somewhere inside us, we know that there’s more to life than the maximising of our happiness. ‘[T]here’s another country, I’ve heard of long ago,’ is how Cecil Spring Rice described it in the popular hymn ‘I Vow to Thee My Country’.6 This other country, of which we have the most distant awareness, is a land of joy or bliss, imprinted deep in the human psyche. A different kind of business promotes it: the world’s religions, in practice often not very well, one has to say. The journey towards joy is from the individual and isolated ego to the fully connected soul. All too often, though, the organisations promoting themselves as religions have become egotistical, serving the needs of those (usually men) who run them, rather than the people who look to them for guidance. Terrible things happen when religions become so egocentric that they claim to have the monopoly on truth, and are entitled to coerce and even kill to enforce that monopoly.


  Many religious groups are of course benign; they may indeed take us all the way to the deepest levels of meaning and joy available to humankind, but we must be careful. Whatever their proponents say, religions can only provide the signposts; they are not the destination. Religion as destination quickly becomes a tyranny, and even in the best case, its practice is liable to be superficial if we have failed to realise that we ourselves must be active participants in the search for a good life. I became extremely angry with the concept of religion, and God, when, after I was confirmed at the age of fifteen into the Church of England, it failed to protect me from life’s adversities. Several years were to lapse before my rekindled interest, first in Eastern and then in Western religions, awoke in me the need to take responsibility for my own life and to use religion as a guide on a journey of inner transformation, a journey which is still far from complete.


  What then is this destination to which we are headed, this quality or state beyond happiness? Plato provides an important clue in his allegory of the cave in The Republic,7 from the early fourth century BCE. This story is well known. A group of people is imprisoned in a cave for their entire lives, bound so that they can only see a blank wall, upon which their captors are projecting shadows cast by the light of a fire. The prisoners take the shadows to be real. Eventually one prisoner frees himself and turns to look at the fire and the statues used to cast the shadows. He realises he is seeing something more real than what he has always accepted as reality. A greater stage of enlightenment occurs when the prisoner escapes to the world outside the cave and sees trees, animals, the sun. He understands that he is now encountering the source of all light, all life. It is our task as humans to travel outside the cave, to experience reality for ourselves.


  Only by finding the depths in our lives and experiencing this reality that lies beyond our subjective minds, do we move beyond mere pleasure and pain. Only in the discovery of joy or bliss can we find true freedom and enduring security. Not as a theory, but as a fact of our lives.
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  This need to go beyond the individual or self-centred happiness is embedded in the Action for Happiness movement which I helped to set up and launch. In addition to sharing ideas from positive psychology about personal happiness, it encourages members of the movement to pursue a deeper and more altruistic form of fulfilment and to work towards a happier and more caring society. Members pledge to ‘create more happiness and less unhappiness in the world around’ so this encourages people to look beyond their own happiness and care more for others.


  The world’s religions preach the ‘golden rule’ that we should ‘do to others as we would have done to ourselves’. I believe this exhortation, to love and to practise compassion, provides the key signpost that we all need. It will take us beyond the pleasures of life, which are often superficial, and beyond happiness, which is a worthy if ultimately limited objective.


  What then is this journey, and how might we pursue it? This is the subject of the next chapter.


  2.


  Life As A Journey


  We all choose our lives. Who and what we are today is the result of our past choices. Some of them may not have felt like choices at the time, but they were. We may choose to blame others if we don’t like our lives, to blame circumstances or ourselves. But we have always had a choice. An excellent place from which to begin our journey is with the decision not to blame, rather to take responsibility for who we are and resolve to become the person we could be, were perhaps meant to be.


  The only inescapable facts of life are birth and death. At any point in our lives we find ourselves somewhere between the beginning and the end. Part of the anxiety but also, if we embrace it, the charm of the game of life is that we never know exactly where we are along that voyage.


  Every life, every journey is individual, but they all have something in common. All eight billion people currently on earth have their unique journeys to travel but for all of us, the journeys are in one of two directions: to greater self-absorption and personal aggrandisement, or to greater immersion in compassion and love for others. One direction leads ultimately to fragility, misery and loneliness, which is the state of the individual in isolation from others; the other leads to ever greater and deeper happiness, and to joy.


  The epic journey, as in Homer’s Odyssey, is a common theme in world literature. The hero returns to the point from which he began, having gained in wisdom and self-knowledge. The hero/traveller will have experienced much but is purified by the process and becomes aware of a much deeper self. As T.S. Eliot puts it in the Four Quartets, ‘And the end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the first time’.8


  Along life’s way we (in common with the hero/traveller of the epics) experience challenges and tests. They may not be pleasant but they are often precisely what we need, since they offer us the chance to make choices. Without difficulties and challenges, life is not a journey. Without choosing wisely we do not arrive at our desired destination.


  It is likely that for much of the time when we are travelling, our eventual destination will be obscure. We may experience it as a ‘cloud of unknowing’.9 It is the direction of travel alone that is important and that direction is always away from self-pity, self-concern and egotism. Deep down, if we allow ourselves space for reflection and candour, we will know whether we are travelling in the right or the wrong direction.


  Could it be, in fact, that our lives are ‘about’ nothing more than this? That the whole raison d’être for our birth was this voyage of discovery, with a divine sense of mystery, or mischief, decreeing that our journey, properly followed, is one that passes from narcissism to self-knowledge, through happiness to joy?
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  ‘Most men [i.e. human beings] lead lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them’ is a saying attributed to nineteenth-century US poet and mystic Henry David Thoreau, the poignancy of which is not diminished by its uncertain derivation.10


  We all have our individual ‘song’, our unique mission or opportunity in life, whether or not we accept it. As we travel on our journey, that inner song is either released, progressively, or it is further imprisoned. When it is fully expressed we at last fully know ourselves, and our purpose. It is joyful. Travelling in the other direction is a journey into obscurity, alienation and misery.


  What is your inner song? Somewhere inside, you may have a sense of it already. On the other hand, you may not have any idea. The work of this book is to uncover it. You can make a start on that process by listing your deepest principles, your values and your biggest inspirations. This is the first box of many in the book which you are invited to fill in. Some may be easier than others. Pass any boxes you do not find straightforward: perhaps you can return to them later.
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  Now that you are thinking deeply about what is most valuable to you, try jotting down any ideas about your life’s purpose. We are just setting out on our journey of exploration, so don’t worry if you find this difficult. Think back to your childhood dreams. Try to recall any moments, however transitory, when you have been engaged in an activity that is meaningful for you. In the box below, explore your sense of what your life looks and feels like, when you live it well.
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  Has your vision changed significantly over your life? It’s important to understand how it may have become blurred or shifted, and, if so, whether it has done so in a more egotistical and materialist, or a more spiritual way.


  In the box above, you started to describe an ideal of your life’s mission. Now, in the box overleaf, explore your current overriding aim in life. If it is to maximise your income, have more sex or get a new job, then write these goals down. Do not censor yourself.
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  Compare what you have written in the two boxes. If they broadly align, your current focus is in tune with your deepest longings and aspirations. If they diverge, as they will for most of us, that is valuable to know, especially if we are prepared to act to align the present reality with our aspirations.


  One further thought about how setbacks fit into the pattern of our lives. We tend to see adversity, whether it’s the onset of a serious illness, depression, the ending of a relationship or loss of a job, as inevitably unhelpful and to be avoided at all costs. No one can pretend that these incidents are anything other than painful, but along with the pain, they may offer us an opportunity to reassess where we are on our journey. Sometimes difficulties arise because we have fallen off our path or are travelling in the wrong direction. In that case, if we can learn to approach them in a positive and inquiring way, with as much calm and self-knowledge as possible, they may be the prompt we need to get back on the path, or to move along it more quickly. This is one of the most challenging lessons any of us will ever learn: to view adversity as a potential force for good. Don’t worry if this idea seems alien to you at the moment. It takes (lifelong) practice to work with this concept. The rewards, though, are immense.


  Influences on our journey


  None of us is immune to influence, and our choices, and hence our lives, are often composites of the various influences to which we have been exposed. They come in many guises, from the inspirational to the deeply unhelpful. Inspirational people, for example, are vital signposts, though we may not recognise them at the time. Without even knowing it themselves, perhaps, they float for a while into our lives and offer us something profound. We need to be awake or we will not notice them. They can make a profound impression on us if we allow them, because they are talking to us at a deep level. They may be alive or dead, known to us or unknown, real or fictional. People talk to us in many different ways.


  List overleaf five such influential figures from the first thirteen years of your life and a further five whom you have encountered since. On the right-hand side, note what it was about them that so inspired you.
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  What is it that they have to offer you today? Is there a common thread running through their influences? If so, what is it? What are they saying to you?


  As an extension to this exercise, try asking yourself when was the last time you were inspired by someone who has died. The death of a loved one, an acquaintance, or even a celebrity you have admired, can be an occasion to assess how and why they inspired you. Perhaps you have been to a funeral or memorial service or read an obituary that particularly inspired, uplifted, or made you think profoundly? Now close your eyes and imagine your own funeral or memorial service. What would you like to hear said about you? What are the values or traits that you would like to have attributed to you? What are the differences that you have made to people or groups? What achievements and successes?


  You might find this exercise macabre; you might be wondering what it has to do with happiness. Everything. Happiness and joy arise from a journey well travelled; unhappiness and confusion from a journey not travelled, or not travelled well. There is nothing tougher than to contemplate death, our own or that of the people we love and admire, but it can be the key to kickstarting our journey towards a more meaningful life.


  People are not the only influences in our lives. Make a note now over the page of any books, films or stories that have helped you understand the direction you should be travelling. A core story for me, which I came across in my twenties and which resonates just as strongly with me today, is as follows.


  ‘The Grand Rabbi of Lyons was a Jewish chaplain to the French forces in the 1914–1918 war. One day a wounded man staggered into a trench and told the Rabbi that a Roman Catholic was on the point of death in no-man’s-land, and was begging that his padre should come to him with a crucifix. The padre could not quickly be found. The Jew rapidly improvised a cross, ran out with it into no-man’s-land, and was seen to hold it before the dying man’s eyes. He was almost immediately shot by a sniper; the bodies of the Catholic and the Jew were found together.’11
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  Neither all the influential stories nor all the significant people you have encountered will have been productive or rewarding. Some of them may have damaged you or otherwise cast you off your path. Our journey is hazardous and full of encounters that are unhelpful, and of people who purport to have our best interests at heart but who don’t. We have to learn to discriminate the good from the bad.12


  In the box below, list some of these people, events or stories that have damaged you, led you to beliefs that were unhealthy or in other ways thrown you off what you suspect may be your true path. You may have to probe hard to identify them and it can be uncomfortable to be this candid, but it is important to try. An example from my own life: I remember feeling that, after graduation, I had to match university friends in terms of status, power and possessions. We had been equals in college and it was disconcerting to see our paths diverge. I felt insecure and inferior by comparison. These feelings led to some very superficial choices on my part.
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  The company we keep is of considerable importance. Very few people are strong enough to rise above the dominant group or groups with which they associate. Our attitudes, preferences, beliefs and actions are powerfully conditioned (to an extent that we may not like to acknowledge) by the company we keep.


  Be honest about the group or groups to which you belong. Do they uplift and inspire you? Do they make you feel good about yourself? Or is their overall approach negative and destabilising? If it is, what are you going to do about it?


  Buddhists have a term, sangha, to describe the association or company of like-minded people in pursuit of greater understanding of the truth. Such communities are found among all religions and among the non-religious. They can be powerfully supportive in helping us achieve our desired direction of travel.


  The most significant ally or enemy we will encounter on our journey is ourself. If this is a journey into self-discovery, we have to get to know ourselves profoundly: our feelings and thoughts, our fears and desires. There will be much that we do not like about ourselves. The way to be free is to see what is inside us and choose to accept it with equanimity. Do not follow negative thoughts such as, ‘I cannot do this. I cannot make this journey’ or ‘I am not good enough’.


  Hiding from our journey


  If we choose not to leave our front door and to venture out into the great unknown, we lose our ability to discover depth in our lives. Tomorrow will be like today, because today was like yesterday. The only change some of us ever experience is our demise. In the end, the journey of life is the inescapable reality for us all. We may blunt our awareness of it with self-delusion, with constant busyness, with chasing after success, the thrill of acquisition or with alcohol and drugs. But we cannot hide forever: sooner or later we have to be counted. We have to take responsibility for our lives. Denying the existence of our personal journey does not make it disappear. We will all die. We will all have funerals of some sort. Shakespeare pinpointed the
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