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Perspectives

The theme of happiness, an elusive, intractable, and unanswerable ideal, has
been a subject of study for ages, the pursuit of which is our fundamental goal. In
2012, The United Nations set March 20 as the International Day of Happiness.
Different systems or indexes have been used to measure happiness. Gallup has
used positive experience index to track happiness globally and found the top ten
countries with the highest positive experience scores were in Latin America. Then
in 2013, the United Nations conducted a larger survey called The World Happiness
Report. Factors such as life expectancy at birth, freedom to make life choices,
social support system and experience with corruption were covered in the report.
Scandinavian countries were found in the list of top ten happiest places.

(1) Look up the background information of these two studies. Why did the results
of the two studies differ markedly?

(2) Is it easy to define happiness? What is the secret of happiness?

In China, surveys on happiness have yielded shocking results: Chinese people
became less happy with an incredibly increasing rate of income. This started
a heated discussion on happiness across the country: Money is important, but
money cannot buy happiness.

What can be done to promote happiness at the individual level and the state level?
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Readin “

The following reading is a review of Darrin McMahon’s book: Happiness: A
History. The book chronicles the evolution of happiness over two thousand
years. Reading this book about different interpretations of happiness may help
you understand and attain your happiness.

Oh, Joy

Review by Jim Holt

The history of the idea of happiness can be neatly summarized in a series
of bumper sticker equations: Happiness=Luck (Homeric), Happiness=Virtue
(classical), Happiness=Heaven (medieval), Happiness=Pleasure (Enlightenment)
and Happiness=A Warm Puppy (contemporary). Does that look like progress?
Darrin McMahon doesn’t think so.

In olden times, McMahon observes in his engaging book, happiness was
deemed a transcendent, almost godlike state, attainable only by the few.
Today, however, the concept has become democratized, not to say vulgarized
(think of that damned ubiquitous smiley face): it is more about feeling good
than being good. With happiness supposedly in the reach of everyone—
especially in the United States—it is pursued with a frenzy that, perversely,
gives rise to its opposite: unease, discontent, even guilt. We might be better
off returning to the classical Greek ideal of happiness as a life lived according
to reason and virtue—so, at least, McMahon (a professor of history at Florida
State University) sometimes seems to suggest. At other times he appears
keener to follow Nietzsche® and ditch happiness altogether.

But “Happiness” is not really a polemic. It is a history, one that leisurely
takes us on a Great Books-style tour of Western thought, ranging from
Herodotus and Aristotle® through Locke® and Rousseau down to Darwin®,
Marx® and Freud®. The musings on happiness of these and dozens of lesser
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thinkers are lucidly presented in fine, sturdy prose that is, on the whole, a
delight to read. Only occasionally is one’s ear clouted by a PBS-style cliché
(“Rome. The very name suggests power and prosperity, glory and grandeur,
earthly majesty and might...”), a patch of run-amok alliteration (“fabled
fiddling...proud Pompeian penis...felicity and fecundity”) or a solecism
(“soaring into the netherworld of meaningless abstractions”—soaring is best
done upward). There are more references to flatulence than one would expect
in an intellectual history, but every writer must be allowed his harmless quirks.

The topic of happiness turns us all into philosophers. Everyone wants to be
happy, but no one can say with much precision or assurance what happiness
is. In the history of the idea, the main tension is between thinkers who hold
that a life must meet some objective standard to be considered happy, and
those who hold that happiness is merely the subjective state of being pleased
with one’s life. The most prominent of the objectivists was Aristotle, who
argued that happiness was “activity of the soul expressing virtue.” (Aristotle’s
virtues, by the way, are rather self-centered and not at all Christian—more
pride than charity.) And the most perfect happiness, he reasoned, involved the
divine “intellectual” virtues rather than the lower “practical” ones. In other
words, the happiest life consisted of the pure contemplation of truth—just like
Aristotle’s! Other classical thinkers may have taken a less intellectualist view,
but they were united with Aristotle in equating happiness with virtue. The
most extreme among them, like Cicero, maintained that a virtuous man could
truly be called happy even while being tortured on the rack.

Ironically, McMahon observes, it was Christianity that restored the sensual
element to the idea of happiness. Suffer for virtue’s sake, medieval Christians
were told, and you will be rewarded with an eternity of heavenly bliss. But
why couldn’t some of that bliss be enjoyed here on earth? It was in the late
17th century that a frankly subjectivist, hedonistic understanding of happiness
started to take hold—a development that McMahon associates with the
intellectual ferment surrounding the English civil war. “Happiness...in its full
extent is the utmost Pleasure we are capable of” John Locke declared, raising
the dangerous possibility that there were as many forms of happiness as there




Happiness

were types of desire.

Once pleasure came to be accepted as the final good, Enlightenment
thinkers set about disputing the best means to it. Virtue? That was the hope
of Adam Smith and Thomas Jefferson: if happiness was not identical to virtue,
it should at least be virtue’s reward. But those of a more radical kidney, like
the Frenchman Julien Offray de la Mettrie’, denied even an instrumental
connection between virtue and happiness—a shocking view that Casanova®
and Sade’ pushed to its logical conclusion. It seemed terrible that the question
“Why should | be moral?” could no longer be smugly answered, “Because
that is the only way to be happy.” Ever since, philosophers have been trying
to prove that happiness and goodness are indissolubly linked, a task that has
been likened to squaring the circle. Some wicked people do seem to enjoy
themselves.

The 18th century—deemed the “century of happiness” by Helvétius'®—
saw a dramatic improvement in the material conditions of Europeans, as
famine and plague gave way to longer life spans and a near-doubling of the
population. Happiness began to be thought of not just as the right of the
individual, but as a proper aim of the state. Inevitably, there was a backlash.
Rousseau gloomily insisted that civilization only multiplied desires, making us
their unhappy slaves. Odes to melancholy became fashionable. Perhaps the
greatest pessimist was Schopenhauer®, who thought happiness would always
be defeated by painful craving and who counseled the ascetic renunciation
of pleasure—a policy that bore no resemblance to his own comfortably
bourgeois life.

Confronted with this welter of clashing opinions, one sometimes wishes
that McMahon had done more critical shaping of his material. Is happiness
really our ultimate goal? Are truth, beauty, goodness and freedom only
valuable insofar as they lead to it? Is it possible to have everything you want,
and still not be happy? Would that mean there must be something else you
want, but you don’t know what it is? These are a few of the questions that
bob up only to disappear in the exhilarating foam of ideas.



