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What charms and mighty magic “happiness” holds! For it is a wild and recurring dream
one cherishes ever since childhood. People of different races, different social strata and differ-

ent life experiences may have different conceptions of happiness. The notion “happineSs”,
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which has been intellectualized to a great extent, sounds so oddly abstract and concrete, at
once, and seems so strangely complicated and simple simultaneously that many great minds
take pains to dig out its full implications of happiness, among whom is Bertrand Russell.

As a great philosopher, Russell has a penetrating insight into human psychology. Therefore, at
the very beginning of this article, which is actually the last chapter of his famous book, The Con-
quest of Happiness, Russell states that “happiness depends partly upon external circumstances and
partly upon oneself”’, which shows his well-balanced as well as realistic view on happiness. In the
first paragraph, after having briefly stressed the importance of external things, Russell shifts the
focus of his argument to the significance of the spiritual element and points out clearly that the
greatest obstacle in people’s way to happiness is their excessive self-absorption. In the rest of the
paragraph, he discusses in detail, one of those self-centered passions — fear. So far, the author has
succeeded in narrowing down his topic from the relatively abstract conception of the pursuit of
happiness to how to deal with self-centered passions.

In the second and third paragraphs, efforts are made to make the author’s main argument
more substantial. The author points out the drawback to self-centered passions and describes
the happy man. It follows that only one thing is left to be dealt with, that is, how to get rid of
the self-centered passions and become a happy man.

In the fourth and fifth paragraphs, Russell offers his first solution: to cultivate genuine
‘interests, and introduces in detail the specific remedies for such self-centered passions as the
sense of sin, self-pity and fear. The fifth paragraph reemphasizes the importance of one’s
genuine interests.’

The last two paragraphs are relatively more complicated, for the author sets the traditional
moralists as the target of his criticism. He points out that self-denial which is much advocated
by professional moralists is also a kind of self-centered passion. It “leaves a man self-absorbed
and vividly aware of what he has sacrificed” and he who is possessed with such a passion will
“fail to achieve its purpose.” Russell does not reject the things the moralists suggest, but lays
his emphasis on the state of mind when people are doing such things. That is to say, if people
do not do good things spontaneously and happily, the good things would not be good. In the
last paragraph, Russell talks about whether or not love should be unselfish. As we can see, the
mechanism concerning this matter is just the same as that mentioned in the previous paragraph.
Unselfish love — love offered by denying oneself — would, according to Russell, not only
bring people who offer love suffering and pain, but also would fail to bring pleasure to people
who receive it. If genuine interests in the outside world have been established, the act of offer-
ing love to others would become a most natural behavior and the recipient of love would feel
equal pleasure.

To conclude, Russell thinks the highest form of happiness is of a natural and healthy type,
which is a well-balanced combination of external circumstances and oneself. When the external
circumstances are favorable, the greatest obstacle to happiness is self-centered passions. What

«D.
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he proposes one should do to get rid of the obstacle and achieve this natural and healthy happi-
ness is to cultivate genuine interests in the outside world. Only by taking oneself as a member,

rather than as the center, of the universe, can he find the greatest joy of life.

We suggest the following two questions:

(1) At the beginning of the article, Russell tells us that happiness partly depends upon
external circumstances and partly upon oneself. But why would Russell direct concerted and
conscious efforts towards the part which depends upon oneself?

Russell chiefly deals with internal or psychological constituents of happiness because they
play a subtler role in making up happiness. Compared with the part concerning oneself, the
relation between external circumstances and happiness is simple and rigid. Only one line ought
to be drawn between adequacy and inadequacy. Russell says, “Where these things (food, shelter,
etc.) are lacking, only the exceptional man can achieve happiness.” However, even in the case
where these things are adequate, happiness still would not be a sure result. The fact is that so
many people in the world enjoy adequate material things, yet they still do not feel happy. The
problem with some people is their failure to make their feeling of happiness last long. So we
come to the realization that the psychological elements are playing a very significant role in
one’s sense of happiness. Changing the external circumstances in most cases is beyond any
individual’s capability, yet to form a healthy mentality which may help one make the best of
external circumstances he or she currently enjoys is a more realistic choice. Therefore, Russell
focuses his attention on dealing with “the part dependent on oneself”. ;

(2) What, asserts Russell, is the greatest problem that keeps people away from happiness?
What is his solution to this problem? Why would it work?

The greatest obstacle to people’s happiness is their excessive absorption, or their self-
centred passions. They are described by Russell as “one of the worst kinds of prisons”, which
deprive people of their feeling of happiness by affording little variety in life and making them
suffer intolerable boredom from the invariable sameness of the object of their devotion. To
solve this problem, Russell suggests that people should cultivate some genuine impersonal
interests. By acquiring a knowledge of the things outside oneself, one learns his or her position
in the world, and, therefore his or her true value, thus emancipating oneself from the tyranny of
self-centered passions, and enter into a much broader and freer world.

. LANGUAGE WORK

1. ... that happiness is impossible without a creed of a more or less religious kind. B> With-
out following with a somewhat religious awe and devotion, a strict set of principles which
include the idea of self-sacrifice and other similar ideas, the realization of happiness would
be impossible.
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2. It is thought by many who are themselves unhappy that their sorrows have complicated
and highly intellectualized sources. #%> Many unhappy people think their unhappiness is
a reflection of their profundity.

3. To be the recipient of affection is a potent cause of happiness, but the man who demands
affection is not the man upon whom it is bestowed. B8 To be a man who can receive
affection from others is to be a happy man. But if such affection is not given out of their free
will, but as a result of a demand or even coercion, then he who receives such a reluctant offer
still can not be made happy.

4. The man who receives affection is, speaking broadly, the man who gives it. 8> In normal
cases, the gain of affection is a natural reward of one’s offer of affection.

5. ... if he is to get outside it, it must be by genuine interests, not by simulated interests
adopted merely as a medicine. 88" If one wants to break the deadlock of self-centered
passions, he should try to cultivate some real interests in the outside world. In the process,
he must be sincere and devote himself wholeheartedly. If he only wishes to better his
miserable condition by imitating others’ behavior, then nothing will be changed, for his
concern is still confined exclusively to himself.

6. What the objective interests are to be that will arise in you when you have overcome the
disease of self-absorption must be left to the spontaneous workings of your nature and of
external circumstances. 88> When you have escaped from the firm grip of your self-
centered passions, you will find some genuine interests towards the outside world being
cultivated. Yet, you cannot decide these types of interests in advance. They are actually the
result of the joint workings of your nature and external circumstances.

7. Conscious self-denial leaves a man self-absorbed and vividly aware of what he has sacrificed;
in consequence it fails often of its immediate object and almost always of its ultimate
purpose. B If one makes deliberate efforts in sacrificing his desires or interests, he is
actually thinking too much of himself and attaching more weight to his behavior of sacri-
fice than others’ benefit. Therefore, his unnatural efforts will neither bring real pleasure to
others, which is the immediate object of his self-denial, nor enhance his moral level, which
is his ultimate purpose.

8. What is needed is not self-denial, but that kind of direction of interest outward which will
lead spontaneously and naturally to the same acts that a person absorbed in the pursuit of
his own virtue could only perform by means of conscious self-denial. 85> As one whose
purpose is the pursuit of his own virtue may achieve it through painful efforts of self-
denial, he may achieve it easily and naturally through cultivating genuine interests toward
the outside world.

9. The moralist, however, is too apt, though this is not, of course, universally true, to stress
the act rather than the state of mind. 8%~ It is quite often the case that the moralist would
place much emphasis on what people should do, but care little about whether they do such



