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‘There is only one way to happiness and that is to cease worrying about things which are beyond the power of our will.’

EPICTETUS, GREEK STOIC PHILOSOPHER
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A HISTORY OF HAPPINESS

AND WHY IT MATTERS


‘Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and the end of human existence.’

ARISTOTLE, GREEK PHILOSOPHER



The state of blissful being

Happiness matters because, frankly, life is too short not to consider how best to live it. And, just as life is short, so it can also be difficult. Happiness can make life feel less difficult, and therefore we crave it. Yet there is more to happiness than its life-enhancing qualities, as we shall find out over the following pages.

This state of blissful being is universally desired, and has been so for many millennia. Ever since Socrates sowed the seed of a desire for happiness in the 4th century BCE, in Plato’s text The Euthydemus (see here), and the Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi wrote The Tao of Perfect Happiness the next century, defining it as our ‘ultimate human goal’, happiness has long been presented as ‘the meaning and the purpose of life’.

Given the critical role of happiness as the ultimate objective of our existence, it’s no surprise that so much time has been devoted to its attainment across the globe over the past few thousand years. From the Buddha in Nepal to the Greek philosophers Socrates, Epicurus and Aristotle; from the eudaemonic notion of living well (see here), to the hedonic notion of frequent positive experiences (see here), the quest for happiness has long been favoured and pursued.

In the Enlightenment era the British philosopher John Locke coined the phrase ‘the pursuit of happiness’, which the American Founding Father Thomas Jefferson incorporated into the 1776 American Declaration of Independence. Today, World Happiness Report surveys and the 21st-century growth of the field of positive psychology (see Chapter Four), demonstrate the continued interest in not just a fleeting feeling of pleasure, but the more enduring state of human flourishing.


‘Happiness has long been presented as ‘the meaning and the purpose of life’.’



What is happiness?

Happiness has many definitions. On one level, it is about expectation and reaction. So rather than being about what the world gives you, happiness is what you think about what the world gives you; how you see and respond to life events, and your expectations concerning what life should be like. So if life meets your expectations, you’re happy. If it doesn’t, then you’re not.

This is one simplistic way of viewing happiness: as a response to life – to what you have and to what life gives you – and your expectations concerning it. Yet scientific studies of identical and fraternal twins suggest that our reaction to life circumstances dictates only 10 per cent of our happiness levels.

Now, back to our question about what happiness is.

Scientist-turned-Buddhist-monk Matthieu Ricard describes happiness as being ‘a deep sense of flourishing, not a mere pleasurable feeling or fleeting emotion but an optimal state of being’.2 Meanwhile, Sonja Lyubomirsky, the author of The How of Happiness, defines it as ‘the experience of joy, contentment, or positive wellbeing, combined with a sense that one’s life is good, meaningful, and worthwhile’.3

FLOURISHING FACT


A study undertaken by researcher Sonja Lyubomirsky suggests that 50 per cent of our happiness is predetermined genetically, with only 10 per cent of our happiness determined by our life. It discovered that we are born with a certain ‘happiness set-point’ (see Chapter Four), to which we return ‘even after major setbacks and triumphs’.1

Thankfully, the other 40 per cent of our happiness lies within our control; it is down to us and our own thoughts and actions. It is this percentage that we can directly affect through our own intentional efforts, and we shall explore those in detail later on in this book.



The three dimensions of happiness

The word ‘combined’ is important here. For it is the combination of three main components of happiness that psychologists deem as being essential to a happy and well-balanced life:


1 Hedonic (or affective) happiness comes from our everyday mood and the passing pleasures that we experience.

2 Eudaemonic happiness is generated by the sense of purpose and meaning that comes from serving others and contributing to the world. Aristotle was the originator of the concept of eudaemonia, which derives from the Greek words eu (‘good’) and daimõn (‘spirit’).

3 Cognitive happiness is based on how we feel about our lives overall; our sense of life-satisfaction and our own answer to the question: Am I living a good life?



All three dimensions of happiness are important, with some contributing greater long-term benefits than others, as we’ll explore in the next chapter.

Distinguishing between being happy right now and being happy overall is the key to happiness research. It is the latter component, cognitive happiness – that is, how we feel when we step back, consider and evaluate our lives, and how this measures up to our expectations about what a good life should be – that experts use to measure happiness. However, that assessment depends on how high you set the bar, which we’ll explore further in Chapter Two.

Each of these dimensions connects and overlaps. We might feel plenty of positive emotions on a daily basis, in which case we’d probably report a good level of overall life-satisfaction, and therefore a high level of cognitive happiness. Yet we can have utterly negative days and still feel as if life is generally good and satisfactory.4 And there are many contributors to each of these dimensions of happiness.

What causes happiness?

What causes happiness is subjective. Happiness – like success – looks different to different people, depending on what life conditions are deemed satisfactory and what experiences make people feel happy.

On one side of the world, happiness may come from quenching thirst with fresh water, or from the cessation of violence. On the other side, it may come from sipping coffee on a Sunday morning with loved ones. And given that happiness is a historical and social construct, our personal definition of it will depend on when and where we were born.

In general, contributing factors to happiness include the freedom of choice to make life decisions, good-quality social relationships, trust, equality, virtue and vitality. Engagement, achievement and a sense of purpose are also factors. However, the hallmarks of happiness, as defined by ancient and current thinkers alike, remain remarkably similar.

Happiness throughout history

Although the Old English and Old Norse root of the word ‘happiness’ is derived from the Icelandic word hap, which means ‘luck’ or ‘chance’, philosophers have long believed that happiness could be achieved with effort through our own choices and behaviour. Why leave something so important to mere chance and fortune?

Throughout history there are many other commonalities. The mindful practice of being present and living in the moment has long been considered a key factor in optimizing happiness, along with self-awareness, character development and the importance of balance in life.

TIMELINE OF HAPPINESS


• c.563–483 BCE: The Buddha saw happiness as the freedom from ‘the cycle of craving’ to achieve peace of mind or equanimity. This mental state takes practice.

• c.427–348 BCE: Plato focused on eudaemonia (a flourishing life) and the idea that we ought to learn to fulfil our true nature by virtuous reason and balance, so that we would not be led to extremes, but would tread the middle path.

• c.384 BCE: In Plato’s The Euthydemus, a Socratic dialogue, which was the first piece of Western philosophy to discuss happiness, Socrates sowed the seed of a desire for happiness, and the notion that happiness is dependent on, and achievable with, effort. He was an advocate of self-knowledge, self-questioning and the consequential ‘considered life’ as the route to happiness, although true happiness would only come from a virtuous elevation of the higher self.

• c.384–322 BCE: Aristotle (Plato’s student) introduced the world to the idea of a science of happiness. He developed the link between happiness and character, encouraging us to contemplate and cultivate our inner virtues.

• c.370–287 BCE: Zhuangzi was an advocate of ‘going with the flow’ via the practice of wuwei. Noticing simple pleasures, living in the moment, accepting what is and using Taoist breathing techniques formed a key part of this tranquil notion of happiness.

• c.341–270 BCE: Epicurus believed that hedone (that is, pleasure, inner tranquillity of the mind, good friendships and the avoidance of pain) was the most vital determinant of happiness. He advocated contemplation and reminiscence to avoid pain – for example, focusing on joyful memories in order to counter sad present moments.

• c.301 BCE: The ancient Stoics were also advocates of a virtuous life, and focused on the idea that we could achieve happiness via objectivity and rational thought.

• 1632–1704: John Locke, a philosopher of the English Enlightenment, focused on the pursuit of happiness as being critical for individuals and governments alike; this followed Italy’s 18th-century concept of pubblica felicità, or ‘public happiness’. Locke’s ‘pursuit of happiness’ was about moving away from the instant gratification of false pleasures toward more long-lasting, true pleasures.

• 1785–1873: John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham coined the doctrine of ‘utilitarianism’, whereby the greatest happiness of the greatest number became the route to true happiness.

• 1943 to the current day: Abraham Maslow gave us the term ‘positive psychology’, which was further developed in the 1990s by Professor Martin Seligman and others, as a study of cultivating what is right with us, rather than the more traditional focus of psychology on fixing what is wrong.




‘Happiness is an experience, a sense, a feeling, an emotion, a state-of-mind, a state-of-being’



Work in progress

Some happiness thought-leaders focused on the mind, some rejoiced in nature, while others emphasized the importance of human relationships. Yet throughout history all commentators have shared the common view that our lives are a work in progress. Indeed, we’re still learning. For despite happiness being the most desired state for many millennia, we have yet to master it.

According to research, today – in spite of having more freedom, a better work–life balance and more material gains than ever before (many of us can now instantly shop without leaving our houses, have our groceries delivered and afford more holidays) – entire nations are generally no happier and, in some cases, less happy than they were 50 years ago.

We know that having more materially does not equate to experiencing greater happiness, due to ‘the hedonic treadmill’ (see Chapter Two). In fact the statistics revealing our modern-day lower levels of contentment merely demonstrate what the Buddha and Aristotle already knew centuries ago: that mastering the ability to sustain happiness is not an easy endeavour. It takes effort.

An elusive condition

Happiness does not just happen. Pleasure does, fortune can, but happiness is an altogether more elusive state of inner contentment; something that needs attending to. As such, happiness is a skill as much as a state. It takes effort, even practice.

Both modern research and ancient thinking on the topic of happiness concur that true happiness is dependent on far more than the simple pursuit of pleasure and the satisfaction of external desires, which provide only fleeting temporary joy. As Anthony Seldon says in his book Beyond Happiness, ‘Pleasure is a state of having. Happiness is a state of being.’

The bearded pioneers of happiness throughout history, whom we have discussed above, agree. They were advocates of peace of mind over pleasure, of virtue over hedonism, of internal contentment over external craving and of eventual knowledge over instant gratification – of happiness as a journey. And while the contributory factors to that happy experience may be varied and may depend on the individual, the definition of happiness as a positive state-of-being and the peaceful contentment of loving the world just as it is right now, is the definition we’ll use in this book. For happiness is more than a response to what life gives you. Happiness is an experience, a sense, a feeling, an emotion, a state-of-mind, a state-of-being, a sense of life-satisfaction and a lens through which we see the world.

Happiness as a journey

Rather than being a fleeting moment, happiness is a collective experience of those moments; a signal of a life well lived in an optimal state. And while this state is not permanent and can rise and fall, come and go, it is possible to increase and sustain our ‘set-point’ over the long term, to create a long-lasting, higher level of happiness.

Indeed, with some effort we can increase the upward spirals and decrease the downward ones on our journey through life (see Chapters Four and Five), remembering as we go that happiness is as much about tolerance and acceptance as it is about serenity and fulfilment. It is about knowing that we can intentionally cultivate our inner resources to enable us to cope with life, raise and sustain our ‘set-point’ and feel content, whatever our circumstances may be.

So this book will explore happiness as a journey: what it is, what it isn’t, and why – as a top-ranked human endeavour – happiness matters to us at least as much as our health does.

Why happiness matters

Why does happiness matter so much? Today it is widely accepted that happiness enables us, on a personal, societal and economic level. Happy people tend to be healthier, more productive and better able to think with clarity.

According to the World Happiness Report of 2012, a greater level of happiness predicts better future physical health. Indeed, those with higher positive affectivity recover faster from colds and are less likely to catch them in the first place5. Positive affectivity describes how much people tend to experience positive emotions and sensations and, consequently, how they interact with others and react to circumstances. Those with high positive affectivity tend to be enthusiastic, energetic and resilient. Those with low positive affectivity tend to be lethargic and anxious. Those with higher positive affectivity also have better cardiovascular, anti-inflammatory and neuroendocrine activity, with lower mortality rates, according to five-year clinical studies carried out by University College London.

Happy people also recover better from adversity. Scientists have discovered that we can store positive emotion in a reserve and tap into it when the going gets tough.6 So the more we can cultivate positive emotions, the deeper our positivity reserves will be, and the better we become at bouncing back from adversity. As such, we are like solar panels: storing sunshine so that we can shine sooner after the rain falls than we otherwise might, without that positive energy. The more positive emotions we experience throughout our lives, the more our resilience is bolstered. Ultimately we function better, the happier we are.

People who flourish in their daily lives often outperform their unhappy counterparts, as discovered by economists from the University of Warwick7 and by an Italian study of software developers.8

In a University of Warwick lab test of 276 people with similar backgrounds and life circumstances, those who had a happy mood induced by watching comedy clips answered more maths questions in a productivity task correctly. This and subsequent studies found that ability was not enhanced by happiness but effort was, which made participants more productive. In a peer-reviewed Faculty of Computer Science study at the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, Italy, 42 students had their affective states measured and were then asked to perform a caption-writing creativity task and an analytical problem-solving task. The results showed that positive affective states of software developers indicated higher analytical problem-solving skills.

The better we feel, the more likely we are to be kind, helpful and creative; and the more generous, light-hearted and effective we are. Conversely, when we feel low, we are more likely to lose interest, lose our temper and lose our ability to solve problems.

Scientists have discovered, as a result of Barbara Fredrickson’s ‘broaden and build’ theory of positive emotion (see Chapter Eight), that we are definitely able to think better, with greater clarity and accuracy, when we are happy, because we are more open to solutions. Conversely, when we are angry or anxious, our minds close down, making solutions less obvious.


Yes.

If you want to get more done, get happy.

If you want to be healthier, get happy.

If you want to be the best friend/parent/citizen you can be, get happy.

If you want to be more resilient and able to bounce back when the going gets tough, get happy.



Emotional contagion

Happiness matters because happiness enables; it adds fuel to the fire of living a better life. This means that the happier we are, the happier we become. So happiness is a driver, just as much as it is a result. Notably, happiness is good for the individual, the economy and society alike.

Happiness is contagious, too (experiments carried out by researchers at the University of California at San Diego have revealed that we can ‘catch’ emotional states from each other, and even from strangers and online).9 This is known as ‘emotional contagion’. It’s no wonder that governments across the globe are taking notice and are elevating happiness as a nationwide goal, in some cases, such as in Bhutan (see Chapter Three), even measuring it alongside Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

In being happy ourselves, we can bolster other people’s levels of happiness, too. Given this emotional contagion, perhaps it’s our duty to seek personal happiness. For in doing so, we can all better tolerate the daily frustrations of life and become more loving, forgiving and creative.

With all of these incredible benefits, it’s no wonder that the state of happiness is so desired.

However, there is a paradox to positivity. Without a firm understanding of where the fleeting feelings of happiness sit within a truly meaningful and joyful existence, a desire for happiness for happiness’s sake can lead to desperation and disappointment, causing the pursuit of it to backfire. That is, unless we attend to our happiness in a balanced way, fully equipped with knowledge about its pursuit.




THE PARADOX OF POSITIVITY


‘The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection.’

GEORGE ORWELL, ENGLISH WRITER



Happiness as a false reality

We’re always being told, ‘Don’t worry, be happy’ and ‘Put a brave face on it’. Today, though, more than ever before – being bombarded 24/7, as we are, with images of perceived perfection – the social pressure to feel happy (and not to feel sad) is at an all-time high.

Filtered Instagram imagery and edited social media lifestyles show other people’s lives in the best possible light. It’s difficult to measure up to all those expectations of a false reality, and yet we try. However, this neurosis to measure up can make us feel down. With a high level of desire comes a desperation to attain – and sustain – what we’re striving for; followed by feelings of deficiency if we can’t. In fact, some studies show that placing a premium on happiness may even contribute to higher rates of depression, as people struggle to respond well to negative emotional experiences.1

If happiness is our ultimate goal and we’re not 100 per cent happy all of the time, then we can find ourselves in a perpetual loop of life failing to live up to our unreasonably high expectations, which in turn creates unhappiness, which feeds the loop of disappointment – and so it goes on.

Yet we can’t expect ourselves to be happy all the time. Happiness is not our default state, and considering it to be so puts an incredibly unfair onus on us. Such pressure to be beaming constantly only leads to guilt when we’re not feeling happy. As such, our perpetual pursuit of happiness can be a somewhat self-defeating one.

FLOURISHING FACT


Researchers of depression and anxiety from the University of Melbourne assessed and measured the depressive symptoms – and the social expectations not to feel negative emotions – of 112 people with high depression scores over a 30-day period. The more social pressure not to feel sad or anxious that participants felt, the more likely an increase in their depressive symptoms was.2




‘Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.’

VOLTAIRE, FRENCH ENLIGHTENMENT WRITER AND HISTORIAN



Unpicking the pressure

Certainly, desperately seeking happiness can backfire and generate the opposite effect, making us feel miserable. These are the paradoxical effects of pursuing only positive emotions and trying to eradicate the negative ones, and they represent a critical consideration for any book on the subject of happiness to explore.

To achieve a sustainable level of happiness it’s not simply a case of removing pain and increasing pleasure – that’s not how it works. We need to unpick this pressure, so that seekers of happiness can pursue balance and realistic optimism, rather than perfection and perpetual joy. Focusing on positivity and forbidding negativity is just as counter-productive to our happiness as focusing on perfection and ignoring reality.

Aspirationally, then, 100 per cent happiness is an unrealistic expectation, because we are human beings capable of feeling a whole range of emotions. Furthermore, we have to deal with a whole gamut of circumstances that are beyond our control. So there is nothing wrong with us if we don’t experience happiness most of the time.

Perfection – like constant happiness – is an expectation too far. And by removing our ridiculously high expectations, we can remove the pressure and become more likely to gain a decent amount of happiness.

Why unhappiness matters, too

Not being happy is an authentic part of what it is to be human. As we’ll discover in this book, having self-compassion and giving ourselves ‘permission to be human’, when we fail or frown, are just as necessary to our happiness journey as positive thinking or pleasurable stimuli.

Unhappiness matters. For happiness isn’t about being constantly joyful or denying negative feelings; rather, true happiness is about cherishing the good and coping with the bad. Both happiness and sadness enable us to bounce back more successfully. As the neuroscientist Rick Hanson, who believes in realistic rather than positive thinking, says: ‘It’s important to see the whole mosaic of reality. The good tiles in the mosaic are the basis for growing resources inside myself to help deal with the bad tiles.’3

As scientific studies show, positive emotions are useful because they grow our capacity for coping. Barbara Fredrickson has discovered in her research on positivity (see Chapter Eight) that positive emotions act as building blocks, which broaden our minds to enable more effective behaviour when responding to trauma and stress.4

Equally, experiencing hardship and the consequent negative emotions can strengthen us and give us more confidence in our abilities to manage, as the science of post-traumatic growth reveals. Indeed, Friedrich Nietzsche’s suggestion that ‘what does not kill me makes me stronger’ appears to be an accurate one.

FLOURISHING FACT


Martin Seligman and Chris Peterson made an interesting discovery when they added a questionnaire to their Authentic Happiness website, listing 15 of the worst possible adversities that can happen in a lifetime; 1,700 people completed the questionnaire in the month that followed, while also taking the wellbeing tests. The psychologists discovered that those who had experienced one of the adversities showed more acute mental strength and greater wellbeing than those who had not. Even more surprisingly, those who had experienced three adversities were mentally stronger than those who had endured two, who in turn were stronger than those who had been through one. So even when the worst-case scenario does happen, we often find that we are stronger than we thought, and our subsequent belief in ourselves rises.



The power of adversity

Part of accepting and allowing negative emotions to flow is the knowledge that negative emotions are as useful as they are brutal. Like flowers, we need rain as much as sunshine in order to flourish. We are the sum of all that we have endured and experienced. Adversity, mistakes, regrets and tragedy – difficult as they are – can all teach us something useful and we need them in our lives, not only to show us what we are capable of coping with, but to provide sufficient contrast so that we can appreciate the good times. If we expect only sunshine, we’re less equipped to cope when the rain pours down on us – as it will, and does, often.

Such contrast enables us to better view our lives through a lens of gratitude. For if we’ve seen our lives when things aren’t going well, then we’re better able to notice and appreciate when things are. Therefore just as mistakes and failure are useful learning tools, so are negative emotions. They provide us with contrast, authenticity and opportunities for increased self-awareness and self-compassion.

The more we permit ourselves to lean into, feel and accept the whole spectrum of human emotion, and choose rationally how best to respond to events that are beyond our control, the happier we enable ourselves to be. When we accept happiness as just one part of the puzzle of human flourishing (where joy, awe and gratitude sit alongside sadness, fear and anger), our mental state improves.

So in our quest for happiness, we must give unhappiness a seat at the table.

Weathering the storm

A life well lived is rich with diversity and wonder – a full and fascinating experience, in which the entire spectrum of emotions is frequently felt. That’s a wonderful life. Notably, happiness doesn’t come from sailing through life with no problems; it comes from weathering the storm and rising from the depths, solving problems and overcoming obstacles. That’s engaging in real life, and that’s where our strength and sense of accomplishment come from. And, as we’ll see, accomplishment is one of the core pillars of wellbeing.

Striving for a perfect life, where we push negative emotions to one side, is like trying to push a beach ball below the water and expecting it to stay down. It won’t; it will resurface, just as forbidden negative emotions do. So it’s important to accept the full spectrum of emotions that we are capable of feeling, rather than deny them.

Our negativity bias

One critical reason for this acceptance is because we have an inbuilt negativity bias. Our brain is wired to place emphasis on the negative. A 1980 study by S T Fiske revealed, even when given one piece of positive information and one piece of negative information about a stranger, participants were more likely to judge someone as negative than as neutral.6 Studies conducted by the American social neuroscientist John Cacioppo, Ph.D in the mid-1990s have shown that the brain reacts more strongly to negative stimuli, with greater electrical activity in the brain’s cerebral cortex, than it does to more positive stimuli. It’s a trait that we need to work with, rather than fight against.

This negativity bias means that humans are more likely to focus on the negative, and we need five instances of positivity to counter this natural tendency. Thousands of years ago our negativity bias served us well, as fear, anger and doubt protected us from danger, so that we might survive. Nowadays we need it less, but it’s still part of our make-up.

Negativity (feeling sad, lonely, envious and disappointed) is a part of what it means to be human. Expecting to eliminate it is setting us up for disappointment. So what can we do with our tendency toward the negative?

How to counter negativity


1 Accept that negativity is part of being human: Realize that feelings such as sadness, fear and anger provide important signals about what to do next; as such, they should be acknowledged and expressed.

2 Manage our expectations: Be aware of the social pressure around not feeling sad, and understand that trying to feel good all the time can get in the way of happiness. Acknowledging this enables us to choose how best to react to this pressure and focus on what is realistically achievable.

3 Remember that we’re all in this together: Everyone else is just trying to present themselves in the best possible light, too.

4 Keep things real: While happiness is contagious, unhappiness also resonates and has the power to connect us, so it’s worth getting comfortable with sharing our grittier truth – as well as our happiest achievements – from time to time.

5 Work on building our resources and positivity levels: In this way we can minimize, rather than avoid or get rid of, negative emotions. Strive to learn from negative states rather than eliminate them. Doing so bolsters our resilience, as does learning how to maximize positivity.



FLOURISHING FACT


Proof that emotional diversity is linked to our happiness comes from the authors of Emodiversity and the Emotional Ecosystem, Jordi Quoidbach and June Gruber. In studies of 37,000 people, using the biodiversity of natural ecosystems as a model, they discovered that ‘a wide variety of emotions might be a sign of a self-aware and authentic life; such emotional self-awareness and authenticity have been repeatedly linked to health and wellbeing’.7



Happiness is a balancing act

This duality between positive highs and negative lows is part of human nature – the natural way to be. The best we can do is appreciate the good, and learn how to deal with the bad. In doing so we can find balance, which is what sustainable happiness is all about, and has been ever since the days of Buddha and Aristotle.


‘Pleasure is a subjective state. Happiness is a deeper and more rewarding condition. We act directly in order to achieve pleasure but we experience happiness as a by-product of living wisely.’8

ANTHONY SELDON, CONTEMPORARY HISTORIAN AND POLITICAL AUTHOR



Indeed, the notion of acceptance and balance of the whole emotional repertoire – of ‘rolling with it’ – has been around since early philosophers began waxing lyrical about happiness. As the Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus wisely said: ‘Do not seek to have events happen as you want them to, but instead want them to happen as they do happen, and your life will go well.’

This tranquil acceptance of life, and consequential contentment, is the true (and, crucially, achievable) happiness that we shall explore in this book: a mixture of gratitude and grit, appreciation and awareness. It is the opposite of the quick-fix hedonic happiness derived from external pleasures. Scientists at UCLA School of Medicine have found, by testing blood samples, that pleasurable hedonic happiness has fewer benefits than the more purposeful eudaemonic happiness (see Chapter One): those with a higher level of the latter had a greater immune response.9

Pleasure is temporary

When it comes to that peaceful state of long-lasting happiness, many of us have been getting it wrong. We seek pleasure as a way to suspend and distract us from unhappy thoughts. Yet this merely replaces negative feelings with temporary happiness, which doesn’t last. Fleeting feelings of pleasure do not equate with long-lasting happiness or a good quality of life.

Pleasure masks negative emotions, but also fades quickly, especially when it comes as a direct result of consumption. Yet we have long seen possessions and achievements as markers of happiness. But money matters less than we think. Yes, poverty can cause high levels of unhappiness, and for those without it having money can generate joy. However, according to various World Happiness Reports, which measure the happiness of the richest and poorest countries, once we have sufficient money to get by, having more doesn’t actually make us happier.

The problem is that, as humans, we are inherently dissatisfied with the status quo. We are driven to want more, buy more, achieve more. This leads to an ‘I’ll be happy when…’ mindset, and shifts our happiness to being dependent on the future and to external pleasurable stimuli. And yet the kind of hedonic happiness that comes from satisfying such desires has been proven not to last very long at all.

Studies have been conducted on lottery winners who were happier for a few months following their good fortune, yet soon returned to their habitual happiness set-point.

Adaptation and the hedonic treadmill

As we have seen, pleasure, like pain, is temporary. Just as our lowest lows don’t last, nor do our highest highs. We habituate to them, adjusting rapidly to both positive and negative events and returning to the same level of happiness that we enjoyed before we experienced the fleeting feeling of pleasure.

This ability to adapt rapidly to our circumstances is called ‘adaptation’ and it keeps us on what psychologists call ‘the hedonic treadmill’ – a perpetual loop of trading up and achieving or buying more and experiencing pleasure, which soon fades, causing us to desire more; and so on and on it goes, because we’ll always ‘need another shot’.10

According to the economic ‘law of diminishing marginal utility’ devised by Prussian economist Hermann Heinrich Gossen in 1854, the more we have of something, the less happiness we gain from it. This, combined with our adaptation to material gains, explains why externalities – such as the next toy or achievement, or windfall or promotion – do not boost our happiness for long.

Adaptation impedes our quest for long-lasting happiness because no sooner have we experienced the joy of buying a new car or house, than we are back to our original

Focusing on the present moment



Experiences can generate happiness



How to step off the hedonic treadmill
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