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        The happiness of your life depends upon the quality of your thoughts.

        MARCUS AURELIUS

      

        

      

      In my work as a psychiatrist, I help to treat mental disorder—and, I’m delighted to say, most of the people I see do get better.

      But why stop here?

      I believe that there is much more to mental health than the mere absence of mental disorder.

      Mental health is not just about surviving, but about thriving, about developing and expressing our highest, fullest potential as human beings.

      Before Christianity, there were, of course, the pagan gods, Zeus and Jupiter and their ilk. But, especially for the high-minded, there were also a number of philosophical schools, the major ones being Cynicism, Stoicism, Skepticism, and Epicureanism. Although each with its own outlook and method, all four schools aimed at the attainment of mental mastery and tranquillity, or ataraxia—making them, in my view, much more similar than different.

      Ataraxia [Greek, ‘lack of disturbance’] is also the guiding principle of this series, with each book, like each philosophy, adopting a distinct but complementary approach to peace of mind: exploring the deep origins of our distress in The Meaning of Madness; guarding against the demons of self-deception in Hide and Seek; refining our emotions in Heaven and Hell; regulating our relations with others in For Better For Worse; developing our thinking skills in Hypersanity; and, finally, redefining our concept of success in The Art of Failure.

      To recap, the six books in the series are:
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        	The Meaning of Madness

        	Hide and Seek: The Psychology of Self-Deception

        	Heaven and Hell: The Psychology of the Emotions

        	For Better For Worse: Essays on Sex, Love, Marriage, and More

        	Hypersanity: Thinking Beyond Thinking

        	The Art of Failure: The Anti Self-Help Guide

      

      Although the series is numbered, each book can happily stand on its own—meaning that you can read just one or all six, and in whichever order you like.

      Ataraxia is closely linked with eudaimonia, which is often translated as ‘happiness’ but which is, in fact, a much deeper, fuller, and richer concept, sometimes articulated in terms of flourishing, or living a life that is worthwhile and fulfilling.

      The stakes could not be higher.
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        A horse galloped down the path at speed. It seemed as if the rider was on some urgent and vital mission. 'Where are you heading?' hollered a bystander. 'I don't know!' came the already distant reply, 'Ask the horse!'

        A ZEN STORY

      

        

      

      One Sunday afternoon, a 24-year-old stockbroker made his way to a trendy rooftop restaurant in the City of London and paid in cash for a glass of champagne. With the glass still in his hand, he climbed over the railing and jumped to his death.

      As a student at Oxford, he had led a vibrant life. He got involved with the prestigious Oxford Union (the debating society), the Entrepreneurs’ Society, and the student papers. He doubled up as a radio presenter and interviewed celebrities. Upon coming second in the UK Graduate of the Year Awards, he told a newspaper, ‘I have learnt that the sky is the limit since going to university—and that with successful time management skills, one can achieve so much more.’

      After Oxford, he found work as a stockbroker in an investment bank, and on the side started his own company arranging club nights. He split his time between his home in London and a recently acquired penthouse on Spain’s Costa del Sol, and described himself as ‘living the dream’. According to one of his many friends, he had appeared ‘completely normal’ only hours before the tragedy. His suicide came as a shock, and a surprise, to all those who knew him: How could someone with so much to live for have done such a thing?

      It emerged that, two days prior, he had been instructed to clear his desk at the bank, where he was being investigated for the inappropriate use of his office computer. The alleged offence was not especially egregious, and he had not been sacked or even suspended. But a friend told the press that he would have been mortified at the thought of being in trouble at work, and would have found such a setback hard to deal with.

      
        
        ‘He’d always been a high-flyer and nothing had ever got in his way. He was also very concerned with keeping up appearances and how he seemed to other people.

        ‘He was a good guy who didn’t drink too much, didn’t take drugs, but worked damned hard and probably pushed himself too hard.

        ‘He never slept and lived on Red Bull.’

        

      

      His story is just one among many, for he was not the first, nor the last, high-flyer to fling himself from that now infamous rooftop.
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      The Rubin vase (Figure 1) presents us with a choice of two mental interpretations, either two black faces on a white background, or a white vase on a black background. Most of us only ‘see’ one of the two interpretations, and then ‘discover’ the other one after some time or prompting. Even then, we can only ‘see’ one interpretation at a time, never both at the same time. The one that we are most inclined to see is determined by our so-called perceptual set, which is, in turn, determined by factors such as situational context, past experiences, and personal interests.
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        Figure 1. The Rubin vase is an optical illusion developed circa 1915 by psychologist Edgar Rubin.

      

      Perceptual set also favours those interpretations that fit with it while ignoring or discounting those that do not. For instance, a right-winger and a left-winger who listen to a politician speak will ‘hear’ very different things, as will a Tibetan monk, should he drop in. Anyone later asking them about the speech might be forgiven for thinking that they had been listening not to the one speech but to three entirely different ones.

      I shall return to the Rubin vase in Chapter 6.
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      Just as there are radically different ways of seeing or hearing the same thing, so there are radically different ways of thinking about the world, radically different worldviews.

      One of the central tenets of the modern, Western worldview is that one should always be engaged in some kind of outward task. Thus, the Westerner structures her time, including even her leisure time, as a series of discrete programmed activities that she must submit to in order to tick off from an actual or mental list. You need only observe the expression on her face as she ploughs through yet another family outing, cultural event, or gruelling exercise routine, or even her evening meal, to appreciate that her aim in life is not so much to savour the moment as it is to work down her never-ending list, forever readying for an ever-receding future. Ask her how she is doing, and she is most likely to respond with a robotic smile and something along the lines of, ‘Fine, thank you—very busy, of course!’ In many cases, she is not fine at all, but confused, exhausted, and, if not unhappy, then certainly not happy.

      In contrast, most people living in East Africa do not buy into the Western worldview that it is somehow noble or commendable to spend all of one’s time running around from one task to the next. When Westerners go to Kenya and do as they are wont to do, they are met with peels of laughter and cries of mzungu, which is Swahili for ‘Westerner’. The literal translation of mzungu is ‘one who moves around’, ‘to go round and round’, or ‘to move around in circles’.
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      The writer and psychoanalyst Melanie Klein (d. 1960) called it the manic defence: the tendency, when confronted with threatening thoughts and feelings, to distract the conscious mind either with a flurry of activity or with the opposite thoughts and feelings. A broad, general example of the manic defence is our friend who spends all her time rushing around from one task to the next, unable to tolerate even short stretches of inactivity. Other, more specific, examples include the socialite who attends one event after another, the small and dependent boy who charges around declaiming that he is Superman, and the insecure teenager who laughs ‘like a maniac’ at the slightest intimation of sex. In Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925), one of several ways in which Clarissa Dalloway prevents herself from thinking about her life is by planning needless events and fussing over their every detail—in the withering words of Woolf, ‘always giving parties to cover the silence’.

      The essence of the manic defence is to prevent feelings of helplessness and despair from entering the conscious mind by occupying it with opposite feelings of euphoria, purposeful activity, and omnipotent control. This must be why people feel driven not only to mark but also to celebrate such depressing milestones as entering the workforce (graduation), getting ever older (birthdays, anniversaries, New Year), and even, in more recent times, death and dying (Halloween). It is no coincidence that Christmas, originally a pagan solstice festival, is celebrated in the bleak mid-winter, in the shortest and darkest days of the year. The manic defence may also take on more subtle or covert forms, such as creating a commotion over something trivial; filling every ‘spare moment’ with reading, study, or on the phone to a friend; spending several months preparing for some civic or sporting event; seeking out status or celebrity so as to be a ‘somebody’ rather than a ‘nobody’; entering into baseless relationships; and even, sometimes, getting married and having children.

      Everyone uses the manic defence, but some people use it to such an extent that they find it difficult to cope with even short periods of unstructured time such as holidays, weekends, and long-distance travel—which at least explains why airport shops are so profitable. Since the advent of the smartphone, it can be a struggle to go a few hours, or even twenty minutes, without Wi-Fi.

      People with a strong manic defence are unable to live in the moment, unable to be truly alive. They leave no opportunity in which to integrate their thoughts or process their emotions, that is, no opportunity in which to gather perspective or come to terms with reality. Because they never let it in, they lose all immunity to despair. And so when it finally hits them, it hits them like a tidal wave, and they drown—or jump.
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      Virginia Woolf suffered from manic-depressive illness, or bipolar disorder, which involves recurrent episodes of mood disturbance—either elevated mood (mania) or depressed mood (depression)—interspersed by more or less lengthy periods of normal mood. Although bipolar disorder has a strong hereditary element, episodes of mania can be thought of as an extreme or pathological form of the manic defence.

      In A Room of One’s Own (1929), Woolf wrote:

      
        
        I thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse, perhaps, to be locked in.

        

      

      At a subconscious level, the manically defended person seeks to be ‘locked in’, to convince others and above all herself that she is important or successful and that her life is worth living. But in truth, she seeks to be locked in less for the sake of being locked in than for the sake of not being locked out, that is, of evading the so-called depressive, undefended position, which is, of course, extremely uncomfortable. However, the deceit cannot last forever: the clock strikes midnight and Cinderella’s coach turns back into a pumpkin, sometimes with disastrous consequences.

      Both the manic defence and mania can be thought of as a means of evading the depressive position, of rowing furiously against the fall of night. Yet, a person who uses the manic defence is deemed to have control over her behaviour, whereas a person with mania is not; while the former is held to be responsible for her actions, the latter is held instead to be suffering from a mental disorder. If the one or the other went on to commit an heinous crime, her conviction would depend upon evidence proving beyond reasonable doubt that she carried out the act [actus reus] and deliberately intended or risked a harmful outcome [mens rea]. This opens the door for the ‘insanity defense’. According to the McNaughton rules prevalent in England and Wales, and mirrored in many other jurisdictions around the world, a plea to insanity can be made if the defendant was suffering from a mental disorder at the time of the offence, and this mental disorder led to an absence of mens rea. If the jurors collectively accept the plea, the defendant is declared ‘not guilty by reason of insanity’.

      This gives rise to an important question, or problem: Where should the jurors, and where should we, draw the line between sanity and insanity? In allowing that a person with a mental disorder may not act deliberately or freely, the law is presupposing that people do ordinarily act freely, and, by extension, that free will exists. But is anyone ever capable of acting freely?
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        Like a bird on the wire,

        Like a drunk in a midnight choir

      
        I have tried in my way to be free.

        LEONARD COHEN

      

      

        

      

      This is not just an academic question, but amounts to asking: How and how much are we able to change the person that we are, the life that we lead, and the difference that we make? The problem of free will has been described as ‘the most difficult and pressing problem in all of philosophy’, so I suggest you take your time over this chapter.

      In philosophy, libertarians defend the kind of free will that the vast majority of people take for granted, that is, the kind of free will that makes us responsible for our choices, and thus for our lives, in a deep and meaningful sense.

      However, libertarians are a minority among philosophers, who, for the most part, believe that this kind of free will is not possible or even intelligible, and that, like myth or magic (which is, in a sense, unfettered free will), it has no place in our modern, rational-scientific picture of the universe.

      How could something that is so deeply ingrained in our psyche and that pervades every aspect of our lives be nothing more than a product of our minds? As the writer Isaac Singer (d. 1991) once quipped, ‘We must believe in free will—we have no other choice.’ Be this as it may, can a belief in free will, that is, in libertarian free will, be justified on
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