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To Matt Lennox, who once said, ‘No offence, but who the hell is going to read this?’ May this dedication help him to get past page one.





INTRODUCTION SHINY HAPPY PEOPLE Why the gospel of joy might just be a scam


All his life – the office on the docks, his room and his nights of sleep there, the restaurant he went to, his mistress – he had pursued single-mindedly a happiness which in his heart he believed was impossible. In this he was no different from anyone else.

Albert Camus, A Happy Death, 1971





Do you know Nietzsche? First name: Friedrich? He was a small German guy with a great, big moustache who spent his days ranting, laughing, ranting some more, dancing about naked and battling syphilis. Before finally being carted off to a mental asylum (after a regrettable incident involving a horse), our hero also enjoyed writing long, dense philosophical tracts about some of the many problems facing Western civilisation.

Chief among them: the decline of religion. ‘God is dead,’ said Fred, back in 1882. After being kept afloat for thousands of years by their belief in some deity – after centuries of going to church, saying their prayers and thinking and feeling whatever the Bible ordained – the increasingly secular citizens of the West were now drifting towards a sort of cultural shipwreck. Without a God to guide them, they would be rudderless and meander aimlessly along the river of life. And sooner or later, they would sink straight to the bottom after crashing into the rocks of existential despair.

In short, Western civilisation would need to find a new kind of meaning, a new kind of purpose, a new way to make sense of life’s chaos.

But it turns out that Nietzsche need not have worried, because in recent years we have done just that. God is not dead; he just has a new name. We now worship at the altar of happiness. Self-help books are the new bibles, therapists the new priests and serotonin the new holy sacrament. At some point in the last century or so, the cultures of the West collectively decided that the purpose of life was for us to enjoy it. For every day to be fulfilling and fun. If someone asks how you are, the correct answer is ‘good’.

Do I exaggerate? No, I do not. Happiness is the ending of every movie, the promise of every ad. It’s stitched into birthday cards, pumped into kids’ shows and baked into corporate wellness policies. It’s a rare company that doesn’t claim to care about its staff’s ‘emotional well-being’ these days – or at least mention it in a PowerPoint. We eat Happy Meals, pop happy pills, drink at a happy hour and aim to be happy campers. We wish each other happy birthday, happy holidays, happy Hanukkah and happy new year, in between instructions to ‘have a good day’.

But it doesn’t stop there. We’re expected to raise happy children, have happy marriages, smile in every photo and feel passionate about our jobs. Type ‘happiness’ into Amazon and you’ll get more than 200,000 results like The Happiness Advantage, Hardwiring Happiness, The Art of Happiness and Happiness for Dummies – all promising to deliver the emotional jackpot. Not to mention all sorts of scented candles, gratitude journals, crystals and courses 100 per cent guaranteed to provide inner peace.

And it’s not just the crappy products. Crappy policymakers are flogging happiness too. We now have a World Happiness Report, a Global Happiness Index and Happiness Institutes springing up at universities. Some governments are even trying to find ways to measure ‘national well-being’ alongside GDP, following Bhutan, where the Gross National Happiness Index was instituted as the goal of the government in its constitution in 2008.

Like all religions, of course, this one can take many forms. Some believers think happiness can be found by starting a family, while for others it involves wealth or fame. Some like fine dining, others a good film. Still more people prefer hiking or heroin. I could go on and on. In fact, I think I will. There’s yoga. There’s reading. There’s music. There’s meditation. There’s following a sports team or invading Ukraine. From doing good deeds or getting a dog to travelling the world or having a nice cup of tea, there are as many definitions of ‘happiness’ as there are people pursuing it.

But at heart, we all agree on one thing: life is just too short to be miserable. Happiness is a state we all want to enjoy, all the time and in every way. Our relationships should be passionate, our families should be supportive. Our work should be meaningful, our friends should be fun. Our salaries should be ample, our homes should be stylish. Our bodies should be fit, our food should taste good.

And if we’re not happy, then something is wrong. Sadness, frustration and pain are bugs in the system, problems to be solved, a sign that things have not gone according to plan. Because happiness is what we want. To not pursue it is to commit to a slightly weird kind of heresy. For who would ever question the gospel of joy?

Well, it turns out I have an answer to that question. And that answer is ‘just about everyone’. It would barely have occurred to our ancestors to treat happiness as a right or a goal. Nobody in 300,000 BCE woke up expecting the universe to cater to their emotional needs. If they got through the day without coughing up blood, on the whole, they were doing just fine.

Today’s obsession with happiness is a freak cultural event – a strange, modern quirk that’s wildly out of step with 99.9 per cent of all human history. Ever since the first caveman ate a poisonous berry, or touched a fire and thought ‘fuck me, that’s hot’, human beings have more or less accepted that life can be shit. That semi-regular suffering wasn’t a bug in the system so much as the system itself. Happiness, for our ancestors, was like a good Australian film. That is, an accident of fate.

And if anything changed around 500 BCE, it was because happiness became an accident that it was good to avoid. For ancient philosophers or medieval Christians, pleasure was something to be suspicious of, a sure sign that a person was a little too frivolous. Or worse, on the road to sin.

This book is the story of when and why the West stopped seeing happiness as an occasional treat and started to see it as a default setting. But above all, it’s about when and why we arrived at the crazy conclusion that if we’re not feeling happy, something is wrong.

Because here’s the thing, folks: sadness isn’t a bug in the machine of life. It’s an essential cog. It’s a vital part of the human experience. And in many ways, it’s a great one as well. Feeling miserable is extremely important. Read on if you want to know why.




1 GOLDEN YEARS Why you can’t know light without a little darkness


The intention that man should be happy is not included in the plan of Creation. What we call happiness in the strictest sense comes from the (preferably sudden) satisfaction of needs which have been dammed up to a high degree and it is from its nature only possible as an episodic phenomenon.

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 1930





Nostalgia is often seen as a harmless indulgence, as something wholesome and sweet and benign. When the future is uncertain and the present slightly sucks, why not slip on some rose-tinted glasses and take a stroll down memory lane? Why not head back to a time when you were happy?

Well, I am here to tell you why not. That’s the sort of frank and fearless service you will come to expect from this book. Just call me ‘Mr Hard Truths’.

The problem with celebrating ‘the golden days’ is that we are programmed to forget all the ways they were brown. ‘Nostalgia,’ as some obscure wordsmith once put it, ‘is a file that removes the rough edges from the good old days.’ It’s also been called a ‘seductive liar’ by another man who could hew a fine phrase

Their point is that days, weeks or years always look better in hindsight, because we tend to forget all the bits that were blah. We remember the BBQs, the parties, the warm sunny days. That time the teacher farted in class. But we conveniently edit out the boredom, the anxiety, the sunburn, the fatigue. The time when the person farting was us. Memory is not a documentary – it’s a scripted movie with special effects. Our brains run selected memories through a filter, add some soft lighting and make sure all the actors have make-up.

This is why, deep down, most adults believe that pop culture peaked in their teens, and that ‘kids today’ just don’t ‘get it’. Kids have just not been getting it for thousands of years and will keep on not getting it for thousands to come. Here’s the inscription on a 4000-year-old Egyptian tomb: ‘We live in a decaying age. Young people no longer respect their parents. They are rude and impatient. They frequently inhabit taverns and lack self-control.’

In 700 BCE, Greek poet Hesiod sighed, ‘The morals of our youth are in decay.’ A few centuries later, Socrates piled on: ‘The young people today think of nothing but themselves. They have no respect for parents or elders. They contradict their teachers, chatter before company, gobble their food and tyrannize their teachers.’ (Also, girls were apparently ‘forward, immodest and unwomanly in speech, behaviour and dress.’ So, not a fan.)

Fast-forward to medieval France and priests were saying the same thing, while by the 1650s you had American colonists lamenting the way the ‘disobedient and careless’ youth of the New World were ‘falling into drunkenness, profaneness and disorderly practices’. Even the famously uptight Victorians ran newspaper columns about ‘reckless youth’ and how ‘this new generation is simply awful’. Every era has had its moral panic about the next. The names change. The clothes change. But the eye-rolling stays the same.

But this phenomenon is not just confined to memories of childhood. It extends to our memories of the world. We don’t just airbrush our past – we airbrush our memories of history itself. We imagine a simpler, purer, better time. A time when politicians were more noble, jobs were more stable, music was more soulful and service was less shit. A time when children said ‘please’, celebrities had class, communities really cared and society made sense.

And we’ve been doing it for forever – and probably for a while before that. Governments, for example, have been going downhill since the Bronze Age. Ancient Greeks complained about taxes. Egyptians moaned about corruption. Romans grumbled that their senators were useless freeloaders who never listened. It was basically Twitter with togas.

The economy? Sure, everything’s terrible now, but when exactly was everything fine? Before the current cost-of-living crisis, there was a mass unemployment crisis. Before that, stagflation. Before that, rationing. Before that, the Great Depression. And before that, serfs getting paid in turnips and back pain, cholera and the occasional plague. At no point was there a golden era of affordable housing, let alone avocados for all.

Education, meanwhile, has been in crisis forever. In 1791, Dr Benjamin Rush, a founding father of the US, lamented that modern schooling was ‘unmooring children from virtue’. By 1907, folks were scandalised that kids were reading novels instead of Latin. By the 1940s, kids had already ‘lost all discipline’. And in the 1950s, television was ‘dumbing down the youth’.

For its part, marriage has been ‘dying’ since at least 1748, when the British statesman Lord Chesterfield complained that young people were ‘too lustful, too flippant in affairs of the heart’. In 1895, Canadian writer Grant Allen declared that ‘the decay of the home is the doom of the nation’, while the Ladies’ Home Journal weighed in a few decades later with a cover story on ‘Why Marriage Is Failing’. The 1960s blamed the pill, the 2000s blamed texting and today it’s Tinder’s fault.

Music, meanwhile, has been a source of cultural panic ever since someone beat the drum. Mozart was once called vulgar and Stravinsky caused a riot in Paris. Jazz started out as the devil’s soundtrack and Elvis’s hips threatened civilisation.

And the younger generation has been doomed forever. The 1980s blamed violent movies and heavy metal. The 1990s blamed Game Boys. The 2000s blamed sugary cereals. Now, the phrase ‘screen time’ pretty much sums up what is wrong with the world.

So here’s the miserable truth, my friends. There’s no such thing as ‘the good old days’; there’s only ever been different kinds of okay ones. Whatever your gran’s photo album or a cosy period drama might suggest, there was never a golden age where everybody skipped through the flower-strewn path of life in a state of rosy-cheeked bliss. There was never a time when every single person said, ‘Well, I’ll be jiggered! Look around you, old bean. We’ve gone and done it. The world is just perfect.’ Human beings have always felt pain and boredom, have always been prey to fear, worry and dread.

Constant, widespread ‘happiness’, in short, has never actually happened. And here’s the thing, folks: it never will. The idea that we should be happy all the time sounds fine in theory, like seeing Shakespeare or going camping with kids. But in practice, it’s not just difficult – it’s completely impossible. A total pipedream.

Why?

Well, think, for a moment, about how we see happiness. While no two people can agree on what it is, we’re pretty much united on what it is not: misery. Whatever else we might believe about happiness, we’re all pretty sure it means not feeling bad. Not feeling sad. Not feeling consumed by fear, worry and dread.

Misery, by this logic, is an obstacle to happiness. An enemy that must be fought and conquered. So far, so good, but there’s just one tiny issue with this logic. It is not logical at all. In fact, it’s completely ridiculous. Happiness doesn’t happen in spite of misery; happiness happens because of it.

What exactly do I mean by this? Well, have you ever noticed how people always seem to want more, even when they already have plenty? How it wasn’t enough for Napoleon to be master of Europe, he had to try to conquer Russia as well? How it wasn’t enough for Elon Musk to be one of the world’s richest people, he also had to become one of its worst?

But this isn’t because some people are prats. It’s because the human brain is biologically wired to stay hungry. The more we get, the more we want – and the harder it becomes to feel impressed by anything at all. Fly first class once and suddenly economy feels like a war crime. Spend a few months in a mansion and you’ll start eyeing palaces. The extraordinary becomes ordinary. The magic fades. What once dazzled now just… exists.

Our brains are stunningly adaptable – almost too adaptable. Success doesn’t satisfy; it just moves the goalposts. We normalise everything: wealth, tragedy, new shoes, breakups, beachfront views. Your dream job becomes just another line on the CV. Your new house turns out to have dodgy plumbing. That gleaming new car? Within weeks, it’s just a metal box with cup holders. Sail around the Mediterranean on a yacht for four years and eventually, you’re not euphoric – you’re just sunburnt and slightly sick of prosecco.

In the end, your brain keeps trucking along, adjusting its expectations and rewriting your emotional script. As German philosopher Schopenhauer put it, ‘Desire is like hunger. The moment it’s satisfied, it disappears.’ The mouthful of joy vanishes the second it’s swallowed, leaving nothing behind but another craving.

And that’s what keeps gamblers gambling, 80-year-old rock stars releasing albums and millionaires working 18-hour days when they could be doing anything else (for example, having a nap). If you’ve ever wondered why Adam Sandler keeps on making shit movies, despite my constant pleas that he please, please, please, please just stop, the answer does not just lie in the troubled recesses of his mind. The answer lies in the troubled minds of us all.

So I’m sorry if this comes as slightly bad news, but at the end of the day, it really doesn’t matter what you do with your life. It really doesn’t matter if you live out your dreams. You could find true love, travel the world, buy a great home and raise lovely kids, but you still won’t be fully satisfied. Your pursuit of happiness will never come to an end, because happiness is not designed to be caught. The moment you grasp hold of the thing, it immediately slips out of reach.

But fret not, reader, for I have good news as well. If you ever did manage to be 100 per cent happy with your lot, you’d never be truly happy. What do I mean by this? Let me explain.

Try to imagine something ‘hot’. A frying pan left on the stove for a few minutes – easy enough. Now imagine you’ve never felt ‘cold’. Never touched an ice block, never shivered through winter, never left the steamy confines of a sauna. Suddenly, ‘hot’ becomes harder to define. Because without contrast, it loses all meaning. If everything is hot, then nothing is hot. The same goes for cold. Or light and dark. Tall and short. Fat and thin. Wet and dry.

We only understand these things because we’ve experienced their opposite. And the same applies to the thing we call happiness. We recognise emotional highs only because we’ve been through emotional lows. We have mountains because we have valleys.

As American psychologists Shane Frederick and George Loewenstein put it, happiness is ‘not an isolated state but a comparative one’, a state that ‘derives significance from the contrast between states of being’. Joy doesn’t happen in spite of sadness. It happens because of it. The very feeling of happiness only registers as such because you’ve felt its absence.

The best meals come when you’re hungry. Sunshine feels glorious after a week of rain. A warm bed is heaven after a cold, windy day. And beer always tastes best when you’re stressed. It’s the contrast – the shift from grey to gold – that gives the moment its spark. Happiness isn’t a constant. It’s a punctuation mark – the firework in the dark sky. Constant happiness wouldn’t feel like happiness at all. It would feel like a land of sweeping plains: flat, dry, featureless, dull.

There’s nothing better than drawing the curtains, dimming the lights and collapsing on the couch after a long, hard day. But if you stay there for the next three weeks, there comes a time when it starts to feel like depression. Champagne is only special if you’ve spent a few years drinking cask wine. If your football team won every week, there would come a year when collecting premierships would just lose its thrill and you’d start watching tennis or darts.

Even life’s most exquisite pleasures dull without contrast. That dream job? That perfect relationship? That divine croque monsieur from a Parisian boulangerie, with the gruyere that is so magnifique? Given enough time, they all become… meh. Because uninterrupted bliss doesn’t feel amazing. It doesn’t feel like anything at all. As American philosopher Noah Lemos said, ‘Constant euphoria is the fastest route to indifference.’ Pleasant, predictable and slowly driving you nuts, much like a work colleague who likes to use the word ‘babe’.

So the idea that we should be happy all the time? Like assembling a fold-out couch from IKEA without giving some thought to killing your spouse, it’s not just hard; it’s completely impossible. Happiness cannot be a permanent resident in our lives. It can only ever come for a visit. Constant joy and fulfilment wouldn’t be joyful and fulfilling. Constant fun wouldn’t be fun at all.

And yet, the world keeps telling us sadness is the enemy, that feeling down reflects some kind of problem. That if you’re not relentlessly cheerful, then something is wrong with you (but don’t worry, HR’s got your back, babe).

This book is the story of how this delusion came to be. And why worrying so much about whether or not we are ‘happy’ is just making us sad.




2 IT’S A HARD-KNOCK LIFE When life was nasty, brutish and short


For most of history, there was no such thing as the pursuit of happiness. Life’s goal was to survive and reproduce.

Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens, 2011





The term ‘prehistoric’ is thrown around quite a lot these days, generally in reference to my fashion sense or that carton of milk in the back of my fridge. But how many of my critics actually know what the word means? Much like the porn stars Ben Dover and Peter O’Tool, the clue is very much in the name. ‘Prehistoric’ literally means ‘prehistorical records’, as in the time before anyone bothered to carve their thoughts into stone or scribble some stick figures onto a parchment. The long, murky era when humans were hunting, gathering, sleeping in caves and trying not to accidentally shag a Neanderthal.

This means that, much like when I try to make small talk at art galleries, everything we say about our prehistoric ancestors is, at best, a bit of a guess. Archaeologists and anthropologists do their best to work out what they ate, where they lived, how they hunted and so on. But when it comes to what they thought, felt and dreamed, much like the moustache’s recent return to fashion, these are all mysteries that will never be solved.

All things considered, this makes for a bit of a blind spot. If you were to condense the entire history of Homo sapiens into a single 24-hour day, writing and drawing don’t actually kick off until about 11.38pm. (The first pyramids rise at 11.44pm, Rome peaks at 11.58pm and I learned how to parallel park just a squidge before midnight.) Everything before 11.38pm? Prehistory. A pitch-black void of eternal nothingness. A closed book containing no words.

But since when has knowing nothing ever stopped an academic? I certainly don’t see why it should stop me. So… to business. What did our prehistoric ancestors actually think about happiness?

Well, my guess is they didn’t think about it that much. Or indeed, they didn’t think much at all. Do you remember the scene in the movie Cast Away when a starving, sunburnt and bedraggled Tom Hanks sits down to ponder the point of existence? Or that scene in The Revenant when, abandoned in the snow after being mauled by a bear, Leonardo DiCaprio has an existential crisis?

No, you don’t. Because these scenes never happened. Nietzsche-style musings on the meaning and purpose of life are a luxury reserved for people who expect life to continue – for example, affluent 21st-century Westerners who buy books with titles like The Importance of Being Miserable (or are unfortunate enough to receive one as a gift). Put Tom Hanks in a warm, cosy cafe with a half-caf, oat-milk mocha-latte and then he’ll start to wonder what life’s all about. He’ll start to think, ‘Sure, I’m successful, but what’s it all for?’ Life goals are for people who don’t have to worry about being bitten by a snake, or dying of frostbite, or getting diarrhoea in an age before pants. Life goals are for people who have four walls, a roof, a fridge full of food, access to penicillin and a workable phone charger.

Did early humans have such luxuries? No, they did not. Even though most people today are rightly worried about climate change, it’s worth pointing out that the 21st century is actually something of a golden age when it comes to sustaining life on this planet. For its first two billion years, Earth was a molten hellscape. A collection of swirling, twirling toxic gases, all coming in at 500 degrees Celsius. We’re talking about a place that was even more uninhabitable than a Holiday Inn – and for a billion years after that, it wasn’t all that much better. Up until about 10,000 years ago, constant ice ages gripped the globe and super volcanoes blocked out the sun. Earthquakes and mega-tsunamis continually tore apart coastlines, and asteroids slammed down without warning. There’s a good reason why 99.9 per cent of every species that ever lived is extinct. Planet Earth was basically a barrage of environmental sucker punches, every one of them delivered straight to the nuts.

So yes, by all means, worry about the future. But also be glad that you didn’t live in the past. Earth tried very, very hard to kill us – and by and large, it did very well. We humans, after all, used to have heaps of cousins. Earth was once home to not just Neanderthals but also Homo habilis, Homo erectus, Homo floresiensis and the newly discovered Homo naledi. Big-browed, barrel-chested and not short of hair, these guys might have struggled to get a career on the catwalks of Paris and Milan. But they still looked a whole lot like us. And look around and you’ll see that they’re gone.

We Homo sapiens came very close to joining them. Genetic evidence suggests that around 70,000 years ago, the global population may have dropped to as few as 1200 people, all packed into the southern coast of Africa. One cyclone, one super-flu or severe drought, and that would’ve been that for humankind. There would have been no art or science. No Mozart or Picasso. James Joyce would never have written Ulysses, and none of us would have to pretend that we’ve read it.

Staying alive, in short, wasn’t a walk in the park. It was more like a hike through the desert. A hike undertaken with broken ankles, no feet, a blindfold, bad knees, a nasty cold and some intestinal worms. With sabre-toothed cats just behind you and sudden flash floods up ahead. Every day was an episode of Alone, only with fewer snacks and no chance of a Netflix deal.

And if you somehow managed to find a safe cave and remain warm and fed throughout winter, we are talking about a time without antibiotics. A time when the tiniest splinter could kill and infected teeth meant a lifetime of pain. Stubbed toes, dodgy water, uncooked meat – any sort of ailment that might today merit a quick trip to the chemist could back then easily mean a slow death.

But what doesn’t kill you must make you stronger, correct? In this mollycoddled age of cars, shops and slankets, many people believe that we modern humans must be inferior specimens. That our ancestors must have been fitter, stronger and healthier than us, thanks to all that exercise, organic food and fresh air.

But it’s important to remember that most people are idiots. Far from being super(wo)men, studies in paleodemography suggest the average life expectancy of early humans was around thirty years – and that most kids didn’t make it past five.

If you need proof that the good old days were probably bad, look no further than Ötzi the Iceman. A frozen corpse recently found in the Austrian Alps, Ötzi would be about 3350 years old today had he not died in his early 40s. But despite being Europe’s best-preserved caveman, this was not a body in the best of health. In among arrow wounds, broken bones and various signs of malnutrition, studies show Ötzi was battling a host of parasitic infections at the time of his death, together with osteoarthritis, atherosclerosis and what appears to have been Lyme disease.

In short, it’s hard to believe Ötzi spent his life trying to feel good. He would have been too busy trying to stay on his toes – and not lose those toes to gangrene. One suspects he was less concerned with questions like ‘How can I be happy?’ and more concerned with questions like ‘What the fuck was that noise?’ Not to mention, ‘Why’s my pee turning green?’

Now none of this is to say that prehistoric humans were incapable of feeling pleasure. It’s simply to suggest that pleasure came in short bursts. A good day was when you found a dry cave, lit a warm fire and managed to remove some infected pus from your foot.

But I’m not just relying on The Revenant here. Biology has some things to say too. Another reason why early humans weren’t constantly content is that being constantly content would have got them killed. If workplaces have taught me anything, it’s that the survival of the fittest favours the stressed. Evolution rewards the restless – the twitchy, the alert, the neglected, the neurotic, the ones always planning ahead. We live in a world designed for the kind of people who keep us awake during meetings just so they can ask endless questions, then send everyone a fourteen-point email in order to ‘follow up’.

According to American biologist Robert Sapolsky, ‘We’re not built for sustained happiness. We’re built for survival.’ Like all animals, our brains didn’t evolve to feel endless contentment; they evolved to keep us anxiously striving, because anxious striving is what keeps you alive. There may have been Homo sapiens who spent their days smelling the roses. But you and I are more likely to be descended from people who only ever looked at a rose bush to make sure it wasn’t hiding a wolf.

Early humans who were naturally laid-back, peaceful and content with their lot weren’t hunting mammoths, inventing fire-starting techniques or packing up kids to migrate before the glacier arrived. They weren’t constantly scanning the horizon for the next meal, the next idea, the next threat. They would’ve been the ones who stayed behind. And froze. Or starved. Or got stomped by something with tusks.

Your brain, quite simply, doesn’t want you to be content. Yes, it lets you experience happiness, but only in the way an aeroplane offers snacks: briefly satisfying, never quite enough and always accompanied by a gloomy awareness that, elsewhere in the world, other people are eating foie gras.

Back in 1926, American physiologist Walter Cannon coined the term homeostasis to describe the human body’s endless fussiness. Just like Goldilocks, only slightly less naff, your organs insist on everything being just right – not too hot, not too cold and with the perfect balance of salt, sugar, fat, calcium and so on. When anything veers off course, your body jumps into action, tweaking temperature, hormone levels, blood sugar and more in a frantic effort to restore equilibrium.

And this relentless fine-tuning doesn’t stop at the neck. The brain is just as obsessive. Serotonin and dopamine – those much-hyped chemicals of pleasure – are tightly rationed. The brain doles out just enough to keep you moving, then slams on the brakes. Without this neurochemical micromanagement, you’d either be paralysed by bliss, like a junkie in a gutter, or stuck on a tear-sodden couch, paralysed by despair.

Take dopamine. Often confused with happiness, it’s really just a chemical prod, a restless nudge that says, ‘Go on, chase that thing.’ But here’s the kicker: dopamine is about wanting, not having. The pursuit excites; the prize quickly disappoints. Your brain resets the pleasure dial every time, ensuring that even when things go well, satisfaction is short-lived. Chocolate, applause, flirtation – they all fade. Even the big stuff – buying a couch, having a baby, parking your car without hearing a crash – comes with a brief high before your brain shrugs and says, ‘What’s next?’

In short, your brain has a reset button and it’s been hitting it since birth. Evolution didn’t design you to be content; it designed you to be alert. Because in the grand scheme of things, the moment you feel truly, deeply in love with your life… is probably the moment you accidentally stroll off a cliff.
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