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PREFACE

How does happiness enter into good lives? Is it perhaps the highest good, and hence the most important feature of desirable ways of living? Is it instead only one aspect of worthwhile lives, and if so how is it related to other aspects? The answers to these questions are deeply personal and yet invite dialogue. They turn on how we understand happiness, good lives, and a host of practical, psychological, and philosophical issues. In my view, we are happy insofar as we love our lives, valuing them with ample enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning. As such, happiness is one vital dimension of good lives, but only one. My aim is to explore how happiness interacts with other aspects of good lives, in particular moral decency and goodness, authenticity, self-fulfillment, mental health, and meaningfulness in terms of a wide array of justified values. Here is a brief overview.

Chapter 1: Loving Life. What is happiness? The question calls for a concise definition rather than a compendium of things that make us happy. Plato and Aristotle began a tradition of defining happiness in terms of the virtuous life, which in turn they understood in narrow canonical terms. Today, however, most of us understand happiness as subjective and define it entirely in terms of emotions, attitudes, and other mental states. Psychologists aptly call it “subjective well-being.” In tune with this subjective emphasis, I define happiness as loving one’s life, valuing it in ways manifested by myriad enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning, regardless of whether the enjoyments and sense of meaning are rooted in justified values. I also understand “the good life” as shorthand for a wide diversity of admirable ways of living, ways that embody the virtues and other values in myriad ways.

Chapter 2: Valuing Happiness. How does happiness relate to morality? Happy lives are not always morally good, and morally good lives are not always happy. Nevertheless, happiness and morality are interwoven in myriad ways. Happiness is among the basic goods for a human being. In addition to being a self-interested good, it is a moral good, assuming it is not based directly on immorality. Its worth increases as it intertwines with moral values: Loving our lives has greater moral worth insofar as our lives are worth loving, and our enjoyments and sense of meaning have greater worth insofar as they are rooted in justified values. As affirmed in the Declaration of Independence, there is a human right to pursue happiness, which is implied in the basic right to liberty. There is even a limited responsibility, rooted in self-respect, to pursue happiness as an aspect of a good life. Of most interest in subsequent chapters, the virtues tend to promote happiness, and happiness often contributes to the virtues.

Chapter 3: Betting on Virtue. How do the virtues contribute to happiness? As Rosalind Hursthouse and others suggest, the virtues are a good bet in pursuing happiness. Specific virtues contribute to happiness in vastly many ways. As a preliminary sampling, I discuss nine virtues grouped in three categories: (1) virtues of the heart, centered on valuing what is good (gratitude, self-respect, love), (2) virtues of the will, centered on strength in pursuing what is good (courage, self-control, hope), and (3) virtues of reason, centered on wisdom (moral understanding, humility, mindfulness). Positive psychologists study how these and many other virtues contribute to happiness, and vice versa, and I draw on their insights while registering some cautions about their procedures.

Chapter 4: Authenticity. Is authenticity a reliable guide to happiness? Be yourself, we are told, and happiness will follow. Discovering and developing our “true self,” the self that expresses our deepest aspirations and talents, does indeed contribute to happiness by tapping into wellsprings of enjoyment and meaning. Yet authenticity is neither a simple nor a sure guide to happiness. It is not even an independent guide, for what makes us happy is itself an important indicator of our deepest desires and hence of our authentic selves. Moreover, authenticity has multiple aspects that can be in tension with each other: wholehearted caring, self-honesty, self-acceptance, self-creation, and self-realization. In addition, authenticity connects with other values that might be in tension with happiness. These complexities are illustrated with decisions about whether to use biomedical enhancements.

Chapter 5: Happily Self-Deceived. Does illusion promote or diminish happiness? It might do either, depending on the situation. We are frequently mistaken about what makes us happy, and we can deceive ourselves about how happy we are. Within limits, many of these illusions augment happiness by bolstering hope and confidence. Yet honesty is even more important in pursuing happiness. Honesty helps us identify what we want most; it helps us appreciate what we enjoy most and find meaning in; it keeps our expectations realistic; and in general it keeps us in touch with reality as we pursue our vision of a good life.

Chapter 6: Suffering in Happy Lives. Is happiness compatible with suffering? Once again the answer is complicated. Nothing can protect us from tragedies that destroy what we cherish most and thereby undermine happiness. Yet much suffering can be integrated into happy lives, depending significantly on our attitudes. As is often said, suffering can deepen joy and meaning. Not surprising, philosophical perspectives on the value of suffering in good lives both reflect and shape conceptions of happiness.

Chapter 7: Paradoxes of Happiness. Should happiness be pursued directly and deliberately, with an eye on the prize? Doing so is self-defeating, according to the paradox of happiness, for it fosters self-absorption and undermines meaning and even enjoyment. Instead we should participate in activities and relationships that we find inherently meaningful, rather than solely because of the happiness we hope to find in them. Then, with any luck, happiness comes indirectly. This paradox expresses an important truth, albeit with a dollop of hyperbole. Indeed, it expresses a number of truths that are highlighted by dividing the paradox of happiness into a dozen more specific paradoxes concerning aims, success, freedom, and attitudes. These paradoxes form the backdrop for discussions of philanthropy, love, and work in the following chapters.

Chapter 8: Happy to Help. How is happiness related to helping others? Specifically, how is happiness connected to philanthropy, that is, voluntary giving of time or money for public purposes? Psychologists confirm commonsense beliefs that there are noteworthy correlations, and they see causation moving in two directions. On the one hand, helping tends to contribute to the helper’s happiness, although not always. On the other hand, being happy tends to motivate happiness. This happiness-promoting aspect of giving is important in understanding the motives of philanthropists, which, as in most areas of life, typically mix self-interested and social-oriented motives. Yet there are also philosophical issues concerning how happiness, interacting with other aspects of good lives, enters into justifying.

Chapter 9: Shared Pursuits in Love. What does it mean to pursue happiness together within marriage and other committed relationships? Marriages are happy insofar as both partners are happy with and within the marriage, and happy marriages contribute to the overall happiness of each partner. Yet these ideas do not fully capture how marriages are shared pursuits of happiness. To that end, we need to invoke the ideas of shared agency, personal identity, and intimacy between partners who share the pursuit of a happy life together. Happiness plays a major role in justifying decisions to marry and to sustain or abandon marriages, as does a wider array of moral values. Although shared pursuits of happiness are singularly intimate, they illustrate how the pursuit of happiness is not as highly individualistic as we tend to think. Nowhere is the interplay of happiness and the virtues more complex than in love and marriage.

Chapter 10: Balancing Work and Leisure. What does it mean to live a balanced life, and in particular to balance work and leisure? Balance is often celebrated as a mark of wisdom and as a source of happiness. Yet happiness is also one of the main criteria for telling what balance is. Hence, as with authenticity and happiness, balance and happiness are interwoven in both their meaning and value. Additional criteria for balance include health and moral responsibility. As elsewhere, the criteria for balance are multifaceted and sometimes conflicting in good lives.

Chapter 11: Simplicity. What is voluntary simplicity, and does it increase happiness? The contribution of simplicity to happiness is emphasized from Buddha to Thoreau, and from Socrates to contemporary self-help books. As a virtue, however, simplicity is not a simple idea. If it is merely reducing complexity by cutting back on the number of our concerns, then it might be prudent or foolish. If instead it is the virtue of identifying and living by what is most important, removing undesirable distractions in order to stay focused on essentials, then it is a large part of practical wisdom—in all its nuance and subtlety. Happiness is one of the important values that enters into understanding simplicity (once again paralleling authenticity and balance). The question then arises how happiness relates to familiar “simplicity themes” such as greater mindfulness, frugality, and conservation. Simplicity is best subsumed under the wider rubric of coping with complexity in good lives.

Chapter 12: Felicity in Frankenstein. Does happiness promote virtue, and does unhappiness produce vice? Mary Shelley dramatizes the issue in Frankenstein. Reminiscent of Rousseau, her articulate monster argues that happiness does indeed advance goodness and misery causes malice. Victor Frankenstein largely shares this “happiness principle,” and this agreement between creator and creature is central to the novel’s plot. Shelley and her novel, however, convey a more nuanced perspective. The unqualified belief in the happiness principle easily becomes a source of moral evasion, for her protagonists and perhaps for us.

Chapter 13: Personal and Political. Should laws and government policies be guided by what positive psychologists are discovering about happiness? A number of distinguished thinkers contend that they should. Their main contention is that increasing personal wealth and the Gross Domestic Product are very limited ways to increase happiness. These advocates of a politics of happiness are right about the need to take the science of happiness seriously in public policy, but they are wrong when they sometimes elevate happiness above all other dimensions of good lives and good societies. Even when wealth does not contribute to happiness it can still have great importance in bringing economic security and creating opportunities for self-development. I conclude by summarizing my themes about happiness in good lives by drawing parallels with Goethe’s insights into happiness.

I thank the publishers who permitted me to draw on my earlier articles, in revised form:

“Happiness and Virtue in Positive Psychology,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 37:1 (2007): 89–103.

“Paradoxes of Happiness,” Journal of Happiness Studies 9:2 (2008): 171–184.

“Happily Self-Deceived,” Social Theory and Practice 35:1 (2009): 29–44.

“Suffering in Happy Lives,” in Philosophy and Happiness, Lisa Bortolotti, ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 100–115.

“Balancing Work and Leisure,” in The Value of Time and Leisure in a World of Work, Mitchell Haney and David Kline, eds. (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010), pp. 7–24.

I thank Peter Ohlin for his superb editorial guidance, with this book as with my two previous books with Oxford University Press, and Lisa Bortolotti and Valerie Tiberius for serving as Oxford University Press reviewers and making insightful comments on the penultimate draft. I benefited from discussions with Carolyn Brodbeck, Robert A. Cummins, Don Gabard, Shari Kuckenbecker, Alfred R. Mele, Michael Pace, Amy Rudometkin, and Virginia Warren. I read an earlier version of chapter 10 at the conference “Work, Leisure, and Quality of Life,” held at the University of North Florida (November 2008), where I learned from Kevin Aho, Robert Audi, Charles Guignon, Mitch Haney, Marcia Homiak, David Kline, Bert Koegler, and Valerie Tiberius. Chapman University provided a one-semester sabbatical that facilitated completion of the book, and my students provided an invaluable stimulus.

Above all, I thank my wife Shannon, and our daughters Sonia and Nicole for their gifts of love—and happiness.


Happiness and the Good Life


1
LOVING LIFE

I was troubled, abstracted, dreamy; I wept, I sighed, I longed for a happiness of which I had not the first notion, and yet whose absence I felt keenly.1

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau

What is happiness? The question calls for a definition rather than a laundry list of things that make us happy. A good definition will be concise, reasonably clear, attuned to ordinary language, and useful for the purposes at hand. It will not appeal to everyone, if only because the word “happiness” is ambiguous and can be defined with different purposes in mind. For example, motivational speakers prefer value-laden definitions of “true happiness” centered on virtuous and spiritually enlightened living. In contrast, psychologists employ value-neutral definitions of happiness as “subjective well-being,” understood exclusively in terms of emotions (especially pleasurable ones), attitudes (satisfaction with one’s life), beliefs (for example that one’s life is going well), and other mental states. I follow the lead of the psychologists, primarily because they are closest to predominant understandings of happiness but also in order to draw upon their studies. In my view, we are happy insofar as we love our lives, valuing them in ways manifested by ample enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning. I explore how happiness, in this sense, functions as one dimension of good lives interacting with other dimensions, in particular with authenticity, health, self-fulfillment, moral decency and goodness, and meaningfulness in terms of justified values.

HAPPY PERSONS

Mike Leigh portrays an exceptionally happy person in his film Happy-Go-Lucky.2 Poppy (played by actress Sally Hawkins) is an irrepressibly upbeat elementary schoolteacher who finds her life greatly enjoyable and deeply meaningful. She is bubbly, witty, and fun to be around. By temperament, she is not given to extended bouts of depression, anxiety, and anger. When her bike is stolen she can joke about it, and soon makes plans to learn how to drive. She is also kind, compassionate, a good friend, and strongly motivated in her career. When one of her students bullies another child on the playground, she comes to the aid of both children. After protecting the child who is attacked, she consults with a social worker about how best to change the bully’s behavior. Together they identify the source of the problem in an abusive home. On another occasion she takes risks in trying to help a homeless man, communicating empathetically despite his seemingly incoherent babbling. Such episodes almost invite a spiritual interpretation of Poppy as akin to a laughing Buddha who radiates peace, forgiveness, generosity, and joy. Poppy is no Pollyanna, however, and her occasional effusiveness causes problems. In particular, she realizes too slowly that her lighthearted and erotically tinged banter is misconstrued by her bigoted driving instructor as an alarming sexual provocation.

As audience members we do not doubt that Poppy is happy, but her sister Helen does. Poppy lacks a husband, house, and pension fund, all of which Helen considers necessary for happiness.

HELEN: “I just want you to be happy, that’s all.”

POPPY: “I am happy.”

HELEN: “I don’t think you are.”

POPPY: “I am. I love my life. Yeah, it can be tough at times. That’s part of it, isn’t it? I’ve got a great job, brilliant kids [i.e., wonderful students], lovely flat. I’ve got her to look at [referring to her friend Zoe]. I’ve got amazing friends. I love my freedom. I’m a very lucky lady, I know that.”

“I love my life” is a natural way to express happiness, and it is a useful starting point for a definition. To love our lives is to love being alive, but much more. After all, we might be miserable and yet glad to be alive, if only because we hope to become happier in the future. To be happy is to love our lives, at least in most of their primary configurations; it is to value our lives in ways manifested in ample enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning. Let us briefly clarify each of these ideas: valuing, enjoyment, and sense of meaning.3 (Afterward I comment on the idea of “lives.”)

Valuing. To value our lives, in the way relevant to happiness, is to affirm them in their present configurations, which include our primary hopes for the future as well as our current activities and relationships, possessions and accomplishments, and values and ideals. The affirmation is manifested in predominant patterns of enjoyment and sense of meaning.

Valuing our lives should not be conflated with evaluating them.4 In general, to evaluate is to make a judgment of appraisal, rating, or ranking in a hierarchy of quality. Some evaluations are impersonal assessments according to social standards, for example when a government inspector assesses the quality of foods or a judge ranks performances in an ice skating competition. Other evaluations are based on more personal standards, as when we rate a song or movie according to our personal tastes. Yet not even personal, positive evaluations fully capture what it is to value our lives in ways manifested by enjoyment and meaning. Valuing is an affirmative psychological stance that permeates how we experience our lives; it is not a judgment or ranking. If we say that happiness is an attitude toward our lives, we should immediately add that it is an umbrella attitude that encompasses myriad positive attitudes toward people, relationships, activities, and other components of our lives.

Although happiness is not an evaluation, we do sometimes evaluate how happy we are. We evaluate informally when we rank our present happiness as higher or lower than at other times, or higher or lower than someone else’s happiness. We evaluate more formally when we fill out a psychologist’s questionnaire, ranking our present happiness on a scale of 1 to 7 or 1 to 10. What we rate and rank on these occasions, our happiness itself, is the extent to which we love our lives; it is the extent to which we value them as shown in patterns of enjoyment and meaning.

Loving our lives is comparable to loving persons.5 To love persons implies cherishing them for themselves, with all their flaws. To be sure, we also evaluate persons and their features such as physique, personality, intelligence, social skills, achievements, and wealth. But love is at risk when evaluations overshadow valuing, especially when evaluations are accompanied by a longing or readiness to “trade up” to a better spouse.6 There is a rough analogy here with how happiness is poisoned by envious comparisons between what others have and we lack, as well as by failures to accept irremediable limitations in our lives. Furthermore, we do not love other persons solely because they bring us pleasure and meaning. Rather, love is shown and expressed in the delight and meaning we derive from the two-way caring relationship with the person. Likewise, love for our life is shown in patterns of enjoyable and meaningful activities, relationships, and accomplishments. And just as loving a person has its ups and downs, with episodes of pain, anger, terror, and doubt, so does a happy life.

Enjoyment. I use “enjoyment” in a wide sense to include pleasurable emotions and moods, pleasant sensations and thoughts, enjoyable activities and relationships, and attitudes of being pleased about things. The enjoyments contributing to happiness take innumerable forms. To take an alphabetical sampling, there are enjoyments of art, boating, cooking, drawing, eating, fishing, gardening, helping, ice skating, jokes, kayaking, laughing, money, novels, opera, philanthropy, quilting, reading, sex, travel, understanding, video games, work, xylophones, yachting, and Zen. More useful than alphabetical listings, enjoyments can be catalogued with different interests in mind. Thus, enjoyments can be grouped by categories of activities and relationships that produce them: work, family, and sports, or specific types of work, family, and sports. They can be sorted into broad aspects of persons, such as psychological, physical, moral, and spiritual. They can be differentiated by duration: brief, lingering, recurring, or rare. And they can be distinguished as active or passive, according to the effort and intention involved.

Of special interest, enjoyments might be sorted by general modes of emotion. Daniel Haybron conjectures that positive emotions and moods, all of which I count as enjoyments, cluster into three categories of dispositions that are central in the personalities of happy individuals: (1) endorsement (e.g., joy, cheerfulness, feeling happy), (2) engagement (e.g., exuberance, passion, vitality), and (3) attunement (e.g., tranquility, confidence, expansiveness).7 Haybron calls these categories the three faces of happiness, understanding happiness as an overall positive emotional state of “psychic affirmation” of one’s life as going well.8 In contrast, unhappy lives are dominated by negative attitudes, emotions, and moods such as anxiety, fear, depression, sadness, despair, meaninglessness, anger, hatred, rage, envy, and boredom. My definition of happiness differs from Haybron’s by explicitly mentioning valuing and a sense of meaning, which are implicit in his account, and by using the colloquial “loving one’s life” rather than “psychic affirmation.” Otherwise, our accounts have much in common.

In another recent discussion, Fred Feldman attempts to understand happiness in terms of one formal category of pleasure, attitudinal pleasure: “This sort of pleasure is a propositional attitude rather than a feeling, or sensation. We attribute this sort of pleasure to a person when we say that he is pleased about something, or when we say that he ‘takes pleasure in’ some state of affairs.”9 Persons are happy, according to Feldman, insofar as they have pro attitudes toward the various aspects of their lives, valuing them for their own sake. Much that he says connects with my emphasis on valuing, whose core comprises positive attitudes toward specific aspects and the totality of our lives. Yet he disregards other important pleasures that enter into happiness, including the positive emotions Haybron highlights. Sometimes he blurs attitudinal pleasures and enjoying activities, for example when he says that to be pleased by living in Massachusetts is an attitude, whereas surely it also includes enjoyable activities connected with living there. In any case, I see no reason to follow him in restricting enjoyments in happy lives to any one type. It is true, however, that enjoyments can be categorized by how strongly they contribute to happiness, including how different categories of enjoyment are more or less crucial for an individual’s happiness—types in terms of propositional attitudes versus sensuous pleasures, as well as types in terms of such things as sports or scientific inquiry, or engagement and attunement (a point I return to later).

Sense of Meaning. A sense of meaning is not an abstract perspective or set of beliefs. Instead, it is a nuanced set of attitudes that are revealed in what we care about and enjoy. A sense of meaning yokes together two things: (1) having values (ideals, principles, tastes) and (2) finding our lives intelligible. More fully, a sense of meaning is the value we find in (and give to) our activities and relationships; it is also the intelligibility and coherence we find in (and give to) our activities and relationships in light of our values and related beliefs. In the intended sense, a sense of meaning is subjective—there is no suggestion that the values are sound and the intelligibility is reasonable. Thus, Hitler had values and a sense of meaning, monstrous ones. It is important to bear this point in mind when, for convenience, I sometimes refer to a sense of meaning as simply meaning. The context will make clear that in other contexts, when I discuss aspects of good lives in addition to happiness, I have in mind meaning in terms of justified values.

Although a sense of meaning centers on our values, it interweaves with enjoyments in various ways. For example, some activities are meaningful (worthwhile) to us largely because they provide streams of enjoyment, such as riding a roller coaster or playing a video game. Other activities are meaningful to us because they yield enjoyments at the end of an unpleasant process, such as having a tooth drilled by a dentist. But most activities are meaningful in part because they connect with enjoyments: we value them, at least in part, because we find them enjoyable or because they bring about things that we find enjoyable. Appreciating these connections leads me to highlight a sense of meaning as integral to happiness, in contrast with the more standard exclusive emphasis on pleasures in defining happiness.

HAPPY LIVES

I am interested in happy lives as well as happy persons. The ideas are not identical, any more than “lives” and “persons” are synonyms. They are, however, interdefined: Persons are happy insofar as their lives are happy, and lives are happy insofar as persons are happy. This logical connection seems trivial, but it reflects an important point. Because happy persons love their lives, the concept of happiness in anchored in both mental states and the world beyond mental states. More fully, the concepts of happy persons and happy lives include an outward reference to activities and relationships, struggles and obstacles, accomplishments and failures, and other components of lives as unfolded in the world. Quite appropriately, Poppy defends her claim that she is happy by commenting on the features of her life that provide meaning and enjoyment: her great job, wonderful students, amazing friends, and cherished freedom.

To be sure, other notions of happy persons and happy lives are not interdefinable. For example, “happy persons” might refer to individuals with naturally happy temperaments, that is, dispositions to be upbeat regardless of any features about their present lives. Again, “happy lives” might have a primary outward reference. In its etymological sense, happy lives referred to good fortune (hap = good luck), where good fortune was measured objectively in terms such as lineage, wealth, success, and social standing. Today, however, it sounds odd to say that a person has a happy life but is unhappy. Instead, we say that individuals blessed with every good fortune can be unhappy, perhaps because they are depressed, and individuals with little good fortune can still be happy. Indeed, sometimes we experience the frustration and perplexity in knowing we have everything necessary for happiness and yet we are miserable.

To repeat, today the predominant concept of happiness centers on our subjective responses to our lives. That concept has a double anchor in mental states and the world, regardless of whether we are talking of happy persons or happy lives. This double anchor is obscured when happiness is mistakenly reduced to pleasure and other mental states. Language encourages this mistake, in that “happiness” and “pleasure” are sometimes used as synonyms. Thus, happy experiences are pleasurable experiences such as making love or playing golf. Happy emotions are pleasurable emotions such as amusement, delight, contentment, and joy. Happy moods are somewhat longer-term enjoyable emotional states, including exuberant states like joy and cheerfulness and quiescent states like serenity and peace. Complicating matters, some meanings of “happy” do not refer to states of consciousness. For example, there are happy events, which are occurrences favorable in light of our desires, even though we might not be conscious of them; for example, our stock investments doing well. In short, the everyday language of happiness contains a mélange of meanings. I am interested primarily in happy persons and happy lives, each of which refers to both states of mind and to activities and relationships in the world.

For similar reasons, we need to exercise caution in using psychologists’ generic definition of happiness as “subjective well-being.” The expression aptly reminds us that happiness centers on our subjective responses to the world, in particular to our attitudes, emotions, enjoyments, and sense of meaning. It is misleading, however, if it suggests that happiness is a mental state that makes no reference to the world beyond our minds. When psychologists define happiness as subjective well-being, they primarily intend happy persons rather than happy lives. Thus, it would be odd to say that a life (as distinct from a person) has subjective well-being, at least if we think of lives as narrative histories of persons in the world, which are not reducible to a series of conscious states. Nevertheless, in speaking of subjective well-being and happy persons, psychologists typically do allude to happy lives. For example, Ed Diener, who popularized the expression “subjective well-being,” takes for granted that mental states are expressed in lives—that is, in human existences in the world. In a book co-authored with his son Robert Biswas-Diener, Diener writes: “Subjective well-being encompasses people’s life satisfaction and their evaluation of important domains of life such as work, health, and relationships. It also includes their emotions such as joy and engagement. . . . In other words, happiness is the name we put on thinking and feeling positively about one’s life.”10

I would replace “evaluating” with “valuing,” and I take personal meaning to be as central as enjoyment (and interwoven with it). With those adjustments, the Dieners’ definition of subjective well-being is largely congruent with my definition of happiness as loving one’s life and valuing it through enjoyments and a sense of personal meaning. In any case, my interest is to explore happiness as an aspect of persons’ lives, lives that are not reducible to mental states. More fully, my interest is in exploring the happiness of persons in leading lives that are morally decent and good, authentic, self-fulfilling, healthy, and happy.

VARIETIES OF HAPPINESS

With her unflagging wit and cheerfulness, Poppy illustrates only one paradigm of happiness. There are many others, including persons who are serene and peaceful, or passionately committed to creative projects, or resilient in coping with great difficulties. Moreover, happiness takes vastly many forms according to its ingredients, pathways, emotional styles, degrees, domains, aspects, and segments.

Ingredients. The ingredients of happiness—the things that make us happy—vary enormously, not only among individuals but even for the same person at different times. On the one hand, ingredients depend on our interests, tastes, and values concerning everything from sex to sports to spirituality. To be sure, some contributions to happiness are widely shared, for example a sense of control, self-esteem, economic security, love, and friendship. Psychologists identify the most common ingredients and report them as statistical averages. These statistics have great interest to employers, therapists, public policy makers, and each of us in pursuing happiness. Yet statistics cannot capture the specific factors and configurations that contribute to an individual’s happiness, for example their delight in Mozart or skydiving. The detailed sources of our happiness must be discerned through experience and good judgment, a friend’s advice or the insights of a therapist, and perhaps serendipity.

It is easy to confuse the ingredients of happiness with the idea of happiness. We are sometimes told, for example, that happiness is indefinable because what makes individuals happy varies so greatly; hence happiness is whatever anyone thinks it is. This Alice-in-Wonderland view is the product of conflating the concept of happiness with the content (sources, ingredients) of happiness. A related confusion occurs when the concept of happiness is conflated with a representative ingredient of happiness. In a 1960 Peanuts comic strip, Charles Schulz depicts Lucy hugging Snoopy and exclaiming, “Happiness is a warm puppy.” The assertion became iconic after Schulz used it as the title of book that sold over a million copies. When critics charged that the statement was simplistic, Schulz challenged them to come up with “a better definition of what happiness is.”11 Of course Schulz’s statement is not a definition at all. The problem is not that puppies make some people unhappy, as they might for people with dog allergies and dog phobias. The problem is that puppies are only one possible source of happiness, not a definition of it.12 To be sure, epigrams that highlight selected sources of happiness can be illuminating and even make for a fun parlor game. Schulz’s statement is an endearing reminder that giving and receiving affection is a major source of happiness, a better reminder than an abstraction like “happiness is love.” The Beatles, too, convey something significant, this time about darker sources of happiness, when they parody Schulz with their song “Happiness Is a Warm Gun.” But highlighting particular ingredients and sources of happiness should not be confused with defining it.

Pathways. Pathways (or paths) are routes for pursuing happiness, whether tailored to individuals or recommended for people in general. Broadly understood, pathways include chosen strategies (for example, be kinder to yourself) and received influences (for example, being born to loving parents). The confusion is tempting because pathways often do overlap with ingredients. For example, if caring for a puppy is a pathway to happiness, then adopting a puppy is a pathway to happiness. Moreover, both pathways and ingredients can both be called “sources of” or “contributors to” happiness. Nevertheless, there is a point in distinguishing ingredients and pathways. Ingredients are the constituents that provide enjoyment and a sense of meaning; pathways are the routes to obtaining those constituents—or at least suggested routes. Thus, relaxation is an important ingredient in all happiness, but it might be found through music, massages, and Merlot. Spirituality is an ingredient of happiness for many people, but it can be pursued by participating in a particular religion, meditation and yoga, communing with nature, or helping others. And a sense of personal control is an ingredient of happiness that can be found by dieting, cleaning the house, simplifying one’s life, or being promoted at work.

More generally, causes of and influences on happiness should not be conflated with happiness itself. Doing so is another source of confusion that leads people to say happiness cannot be defined, since the pathways to happiness vary so enormously. Having said this, we can agree that the pathways of happiness are so utterly personal that advice about how to seek happiness must be filtered through individuals’ interests and circumstances. As Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz observes, “Practically every detailed formula for happiness is such that it can be opposed by another, contrary to it, which can be equally, or only slightly less convincing.”13 Here are a few examples: Live in the present (cherish the moment); keep your eye on the future (stop worrying about present difficulties). Stay socially engaged; seek more solitude. Follow your dreams; be realistic. Live with passion; all things in moderation. Be flexible and willing to compromise; be firm in your commitments and don’t compromise your integrity. Be yourself; learn from others. Be courageous; be more cautious. Try harder; relax more. Take care of your health; stop obsessing about your health. Don’t sweat the small stuff; pay attention to details. With his characteristic good sense, Tatarkiewicz does not conclude we should stop giving and listening to happiness advice. Instead, we should bear in mind that such advice must be contextualized to individual personalities and circumstances.

Emotional Styles. There are vastly many happiness styles, just as there are many different personality types.14 Poppy’s happiness style is outgoing and fun loving, but shy and subdued persons can be just as happy—in their own way. So might individuals who are peaceful, meditative, serene, tranquil, calm and imperturbable. And although happiness is often associated with optimism, pessimists can have their own styles of happiness.

In this connection we might apply Haybron’s three modes of positive response. All three enter into most people’s happiness, but one of them might be more pronounced so as to create different emotional styles of happiness: attunement style, endorsement style, and engagement style. Attunement style, to begin with, consists of a predominant pattern of experiences of tranquility: peace of mind rather than anxiety, contentment and confidence rather than felt insecurity, and “uncompression”—feeling free and expansive rather than confined and emotionally flattened. Haybron offers the examples of the Dalai Lama, Stoic sages, and, of special interest, Santiago in Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.15 Santiago is old, poor, and has terrible luck. After eighty-four days fishing from a skiff in the Gulf Stream without catching a fish, he hooks a record marlin, eighteen feet long and weighing a ton. Following a monumental struggle, he reels in the marlin and heads home. By then the tide has pulled him far from shore, and he must defend his prize against the onslaught of sharks. When he reaches land only a skeleton remains. Santiago perseveres with remarkable discipline throughout his ordeal—the loss of the trophy fish to sharks, the preceding months without catching a fish, and his years of earning a meager existence as a fisherman. He is at peace with the sea and the universe, and remains resolute and confident that there will always be another meaningful goal and good day ahead as long as he is alive. He is sustained by wonderful memories of his youth, where he saw lions playing on the beaches of Africa. And he is sustained by loving and being loved by Manolin, an adolescent to whom he has been a surrogate father and to whom he passed on his skills as a fisherman.

Endorsement style is a primary pattern of upbeat feelings: experiencing joy more than sadness, cheerfulness more than irritability, laughter more than serenity. An example is Julia Child, portrayed by Meryl Streep in the film Julie and Julia. Beginning in childhood, she was outgoing and fun loving, with a fondness for practical jokes. Raised in an affluent family and with a mother who encouraged a lighthearted approach to life, she was largely carefree during her years at Smith College. Then, seeking adventure and with a desire to express patriotism, she entered the Office of Strategic Services (the precursor of the Central Intelligence Agency), where her fondness for playing practical jokes was only partly restrained. A happy courtship with and marriage to Charles Child led her take up French cooking when the couple were living in Paris. Thus began her remarkable career as a chef, writer, and television educator.16

Engagement style is a personality dominated by being deeply engaged in life: exuberant and vital rather than listless, and prone to passionate and exuberant engagement in activities rather than feeling alienated from them. An example is Ben Bradley, the distinguished editor of the Washington Post from 1968 to 1991, when the newspaper earned eighteen Pulitzer Prizes and, with its revelations about the Watergate scandal, prompted President Nixon’s resignation. Bradley was ambitious, passionate about excellence, and exceptionally happy. In an interview he insisted, “I haven’t been unhappy a day in my life,” and independent studies of his life provide some confirmation that he enjoyed his work and relationships to an unusual degree.17

A quite different example is the mystery writer P. D. James, who at seventy-eight writes: “I do know myself to be greatly blessed. I have met with little malice and much encouragement and kindness. I am sustained by the magnificent irrationality of faith. I have two daughters who have been a joy to me.”18 Her litany of gifts continues: good friends, exciting travel, writing she loves, innumerable awards and honorary degrees, and gratitude for a first-rate high school education. Yet her happiness is infused with awareness of the suffering of others and her own misfortunes. Those misfortunes include being raised by parents locked in an unhappy marriage, never having the money to attend college, coping with her husband’s incurable mental illness caused by his military service. Her happiness has a spiritual tone, marked by faith in the world’s goodness and by daily cherishing the memory of her husband.19 She also writes: “There is much that I remember but which is painful to dwell upon. I see no need to write about these things. They are over and must be accepted, made sense of and forgiven, afforded no more than their proper place in a long life in which I have always known that happiness is a gift, not a right.”20

These styles are only rough, and they can be blended in various ways. There can also be tensions among the three emotional dimensions. For example, the passions of engagement tend to disrupt the calm of attunement, and conversely too much serenity can dampen creative striving. More controversially, Haybron ranks attunement as most important for happiness in general, although I see no need for such ranking: There are just different styles of happiness that might emphasize particular facets of happiness. In any case, we can agree on the importance of not stereotyping happy people as having any one type of personality. Likewise, unhappiness takes many different forms, sometimes dominated by fear, anger, envy, depression, and so forth.

Degrees. Perhaps the most obvious difference among happy persons is quantitative: Some people are happier than others. Colloquially, we use rough adjectives to express how happy we are and to describe others’ happiness: completely, very, mostly, somewhat, not so much. Psychologists seek more fine-tuned assessments by using questionnaires asking people to report satisfaction with their lives on scales such as 1 to 10. They also measure patterns of enjoyment by asking people to carry beepers that randomly go off, at which time experimental subjects record their happiness levels. Such techniques are tested for reliability (consistency) and validity (accuracy). These techniques might measure somewhat different things: overall life satisfaction versus levels of episodic enjoyment and meaning. Nevertheless, these things overlap considerably, and both provide important data about happiness levels.

In addition, psychologists extensively study how degrees of happiness connect with various life events, such as having children, falling in love, going through a divorce, helping others, or winning the lottery. Many of their studies confirm or refine common sense, but others yield surprising results. For example, most of us are convinced that winning the lottery would permanently raise our happiness level, but studies show that within a year happiness returns to its earlier level.21 Furthermore, psychologists provide illuminating explanations of such findings, in this case highlighting the extent of our ability to adapt to change and our tendency to take things for granted. Psychologists also study temperaments and the role of nature (genetics) and nurture (upbringing) in shaping degrees of happiness. They estimate that about 50 percent of our personality, including our normal happiness range, is determined or strongly influenced by genetics, and another 10 percent by our current socioeconomic circumstances.22 This leaves 40 percent in which we can influence happiness levels through personal choices—for example by changing our attitudes (e.g., developing more positive attitudes) and modifying our activities (e.g., exercising more and watching less television).23

Degrees of happiness are important in thinking about happiness in good lives. They have special interest when we are persistently unhappy in ways that threaten other important values, for example when unhappiness threatens a good marriage or a worthwhile job. Again, on occasion we might need to choose between sacrificing some degree of happiness in order to pursue other values that give our lives meaning.24

Domains. Whereas overall or global happiness takes into account all areas of our lives (over relatively long periods of time), domain happiness refers to particular areas such as work, family, and recreation. Few people are uniformly happy in all areas of their lives. Like virtue, happiness is typically speckled and mixed with areas of unhappiness.25 The question arises, then, how overall happiness relates to domain happiness. The answer is complicated and highly personal. It is possible to be unhappy in one domain, even an important area such as work, and yet be to be happy overall—owing perhaps to an exceptionally happy family or spiritual life. It is also possible for miserable work to destroy happiness overall. I discuss domain happiness in chapters 9 and 10.

Aspects. Aspects are generic features that might center on one domain or cut across domains, for example happiness in how we cope with money, stress, people in general, or particular individuals. To illustrate, consider Jill Ker Conway’s struggle with her domineering mother. Conway, who later became the first woman to be president of Smith College, reports that while writing her doctoral dissertation she often experienced wide swings of mood, from joy to depression, and even at a given moment she felt happy and unhappy in different respects and with regard to different aspects of her life. Her turmoil centered on a love-hate relationship with her mother, who was punishing her emotionally and economically for pursuing her education in America rather than returning to Australia to become her full-time caretaker. Conway was also newly married to a man she deeply loved. She was happy and unhappy in different respects: “My inner rage at my mother’s conduct seethed below the surface, while at another level of consciousness, I was happier than I had ever been.”26

Segments. Lives might be more or less happy during different segments or time slices—whether years, seasons, days, or hours. Individuals who have naturally happy temperaments, like Poppy, might be happy throughout their lives, but probably most of us have major ups and downs. For example, some people have miserable childhoods that they try to forget as much as possible during adulthood, unless they are writing a memoir. Other people have exceptionally happy childhoods and use them as a basis for pleasant nostalgia. And of course, memory is an imaginative filter that might highlight the good or exaggerate the bad.

In sum, happiness can be viewed from many directions and with many nuances, which might be more or less relevant to the topic at hand. Martha Nussbaum complains that when psychologists ask their subjects to report on their happiness there is a kind of conceptual bullying involved. The authority of the researchers pushes them to “aggregate experiences of many different kinds into a single whole” without the opportunity for them to answer something plausible, such as, “Well, my health is good, and my work is going well, but I am very upset about the Iraq war, and one of my friends is very ill.”27 To be fair, researchers also conduct studies of happiness in selected domains and about particular topics, as I illustrate in my chapters on work, love, and philanthropy. Nevertheless, Nussbaum has a point. Where relevant in discussing happy lives and happy persons, we should take care to mark distinctions about ingredients, domains, aspects, and so forth.

ALTERNATIVE DEFINITIONS OF HAPPINESS

I am proposing that global happiness has three interwoven elements: (1) loving our lives overall, taking into account their present configurations and aspirations for the future, and manifesting that love in (2) ample enjoyments in our activities, accomplishments, relationships, and possessions, and in (3) a robust sense of meaning. To further clarify why I include all three aspects I comment briefly on a few competing definitions, several of which reappear in later chapters.

Desire Satisfaction Definitions. Economists sometimes define happiness as getting what we want (desire satisfaction) or what we most want (preference satisfaction). On the surface the definition seems appealing. Surely happiness does have something to do with satisfying our desires, and desire satisfaction definitions provide an “objective” way to identify happy persons that is useful in conducting economic studies. Nevertheless, there is an obvious problem with desire satisfaction definitions. Getting what we want might not make us happy, in any ordinary sense of happiness. Indeed, satisfying (fulfilling) a desire might bring little satisfaction (pleasure). Or it might bring intense short-lived pleasure but lead to depression, as with the pleasures of drug addicts and shopaholics. Hence the caution: Be careful what you wish for, lest you get it. Hence too the proverb that happiness consists not in getting what we want but rather in wanting what we get. Or, as another proverb would have it, happiness is more about the journey than the destination; more about how we pursue goals than success in reaching them. In fact, maxims about getting what we want, wanting what we get, pursuing what we want in the right way even if we don’t get it all concern pathways to happiness more than its definition. Their applicability, and in general how desire satisfaction enters into happiness, depend on individual psychology and circumstances, not on defining what happiness is.

Hedonistic Definitions. Hedonistic definitions reduce happiness to pleasure and the absence of pain. These definitions often accompany philosophical hedonism, the view that pleasure is the only inherently good thing. Hedonism was defended by Epicurus, Jeremy Bentham, and recently the British economist Richard Layard: “by happiness I mean feeling good—enjoying life and wanting the feeling to be maintained” throughout our waking life.28 Like body temperature, pleasure levels fluctuate considerably, and Layard defines lives as happier insofar as average levels are high.

Happiness does have an essential connection with pleasure, but it is not the simplistic one stated by hedonism. No matter how intense or recurring, pleasure might not add up to happiness. This “adding up” is not a purely quantitative summation, for it involves the meaning we find in life—including the meaning connected with various pleasures. It makes sense to speak of meaningless pleasures. It also makes sense to speak of a pleasurable life that fails to make us happy. Whereas hedonists value only pleasure (as intrinsically good), most of us value things in addition to pleasure, for example friendship, love, community, understanding, excellence, and more decency.29 These additional things define our engagement in the world, whereas pleasures are entirely subjective states of consciousness. By focusing exclusively on states of consciousness, hedonistic definitions lose the crucial dual reference to mental states and to our lives in the world.

Life Satisfaction Definitions. Some definitions of happiness focus on overall satisfaction with one’s life. They have many different versions; indeed my own definition might be regarded as one variation.30 Here I criticize only those versions that reduce life satisfaction to a positive evaluation of one’s life overall, whether that evaluation is episodic or reflects a stable disposition over time.31 Many psychologists use life satisfaction definitions when they rely solely on questionnaires that ask people how satisfied they are with their lives.32 For example, the Satisfaction with Life Scale asks people to assign numbers to how happy they are, how successfully they are acquiring what they consider important, how much they would change in their lives, and so forth.33

Contrary to life satisfaction definitions, it is intelligible to say that an individual is satisfied with an unhappy life, whether that life refers to external things like relative poverty or internal states like too little enjoyment. Indeed, masochists and guilt-ridden penitents might be satisfied with what they agree are miserable lives. We can say they love a life that has little enjoyment for them, and the meaning they find is in denying enjoyment in order to punish themselves. (If we say they are happy being unhappy, we mean they are satisfied being miserable.)

Again, self-sacrificing idealists might report satisfaction in deliberately sacrificing their personal happiness for some cause or ideal. To elaborate, some life satisfaction definitions emphasize a sense of meaning and downplay enjoyment, including some versions of life satisfaction definitions. Thus, Elizabeth Telfer suggests that lives can be happy without much pleasure: “one can imagine some austere scientist who was pleased with his life because he was achieving great increases in human knowledge and who wanted nothing else from life; and who refused to describe himself as enjoying practicing science, or enjoying doing anything else in his life either. Could this not be a kind of happiness?”34

In reply, the scientist is surely not a paradigm we would use in explaining what happiness is. Indeed, we might invoke the case to explain how a life could be meaningful but not very happy. Thus, the scientists might cogently say he sacrificed his happiness to pursue something he valued more highly, namely creativity and service to humanity. Other examples include guerilla fighters, heroic crusaders, creative artists, and thinkers who lead meaningful but not especially happy lives.35

Consider Ludwig Wittgenstein, who on his deathbed asks his caregiver to “Tell them [i.e., his friends] I’ve had a wonderful life.” His friend and former student Norman Malcolm found this “a mysterious and strangely moving utterance”: “When I think of his profound pessimism, the intensity of his mental and moral suffering, the relentless way in which he drove his intellect, his need for love together with the harshness that repelled love, I am inclined to believe that his life was fiercely unhappy.”36 In saying he had a wonderful life, Wittgenstein might have meant he had a deeply meaningful life, interspersed with moments of great joy. It seems doubtful, however, that he was claiming to have had an especially happy life, and such a remark would be problematic given his tortured, depressed, and irritable personality.37 Admittedly things are complicated in interpreting deathbed assessments of our lives. Wittgenstein might have intended that he had been happy, in his own strange way, and that his life did in fact have ample joy as well as great meaning for him.

Finally, consider Sisyphus, as portrayed by Albert Camus. For infractions that are unclear and minor, the gods condemn Sisyphus to roll a huge rock to the top of a mountain, at which time the rock rolls back down. He must then walk down the mountain and repeat the process, eternally and without any hope of change. So far, the image is of an utterly meaningless and miserable life of futile, pointless, absurd, unhappy labor. Camus next has us imagine, however, how Sisyphus might be happy even in his extreme misfortune. Imagine Sisyphus as he walks down the mountain, in a calm moment achieving lucidity about his fate. He has a keen grasp of the absurd aspects of his existence, but his dignity and self-respect lead him to scorn the gods for the unjustness of their punishment, and he affirms his courage and self-control over his mental life. Such experiences transform meaninglessness into a sense that his life is intelligible and worthwhile—meaningful despite, and in response to, the absurdity of his situation. Yet a sense of meaning does not suffice for happiness, and Camus next adds two key elements: enjoyment and overall satisfaction. He imagines Sisyphus experiencing joy mixed with his sorrow, and also a Stoic acceptance of his fate that grows into a broader sense that “all is well.” “The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”38 Sisyphus is happy because of this nexus of joy, meaning, and the overall valuing of his life conveyed by “all is well.” What Camus says parallels my definition of happiness in terms of loving our lives, valuing them in ways manifested by ample enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning.

Normative Definitions. Finally, some thinkers reject definitions of happiness as subjective and instead build additional values into their definition of happiness. Normative (value-laden, prescriptive) definitions might refer to (1) happiness that a person or group claimed to be desirable for everyone, or (2) happiness that actually is desirable, as established by justified values. The values embedded in normative concepts of happiness might be virtues—either many virtues or selected ones such as authenticity, honesty, self-respect, and gratitude. Or the values might be mental health values such as the absence of mental disorders and the presence of normal functioning. Frequently the values are religious or spiritual values such as living in accord with God’s will, or mindfulness of both the good and the suffering in the world. In any case, normative definitions regard the three elements of valuing, enjoyment, and a sense of meaning as insufficient to define “true,” “genuine,” “real” happiness. Even more dramatically, some thinkers equate happiness with good lives, with what the Greeks called eudaimonia.

Julia Annas writes, “Is happiness really something subjective? . . . We can at least hope that it is not.”39 Happiness concerns “what kind of people we are to aspire to be.”40 A unified and valuable life cannot be reduced to subjective states or to mere satisfaction of desires. Unity requires grasping how our endeavors are “nested” within wider purposes that we most value. Unity matters, both for maintaining personal integrity and for happiness. We have only one life and our activities and relationships need to be integrated in light of our most important values and aspirations. Our happiness depends on how effectively we integrate our desires and values, avoiding disruptive conflicts and disappointments, and achieving what we most value.

So far, what Annas says might be made compatible with subjective definitions of happiness, understanding values as a subjective sense of meaning. She quickly stipulates, however, that not just any values will do; the values must be sound, valid, warranted. In fact, she accepts a version of Aristotle’s idea of happy lives as achievements in living virtuous lives. She also applies her normative definition of happiness as good lives to attack the shallowness of a culture obsessed with subjective happiness. I believe that her insights are best rethought as ways to integrate (subjective) happiness into good lives. They do not provide a sound reason to abandon today’s predominant concept of happiness as subjective. Granted, in thinking about the life that will make us happy we cast a wide net over all our activities and relationships. But happiness is not unique in this regard. We also make other types of assessments of our lives in their unity—for example, as being meaningful, moral, and fulfilling. More to the point, even though our assessment of our lives as happy takes into account our values, purposes, and priorities, happiness can still be a sense of well-being about those things. That is, we can use a subjective concept of happiness while appreciating (and exploring) how happiness is linked to other aspects of good lives, including morality.

There is nothing wrong with adopting normative concepts of happiness as long as we are clear that we are doing so and remain clear about the specific values we build into the concept. Normative definitions of happiness can be inspiring, and they have a long and distinguished history that leaves us with a rich legacy.41 Socrates, Plato, and the Stoics equate happiness with living a virtuous life. Aristotle says the exercise of virtue is the core of a happy life, the life of “living well and doing well,” although he adds that we need some additional goods such as some wealth, power, friends, and longevity.42 Augustine and Anselm develop concepts of happiness as living good Christian lives, with ultimate happiness coming in the next life. Each major world religion generates treatises on happiness based on such definitions, including books in the tradition of Catholicism, Islam, Hinduism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Mormonism, etc.43 A thinker might also define true happiness around values such as creative striving (Friedrich Nietzsche) or confidently and successfully pursuing a rational life plan (John Rawls).44

Earlier I drew an analogy between loving persons and loving our lives. We might extend the analogy in comparing the ideas of “true love” and “true happiness.” Thus, we might define true love—the real thing—in terms of virtues such as honesty, fairness, mutual caring, and respect. Such normative definitions can be useful, and possibly inspirational, as long as we are clear that we are building in ideals about desirable forms of happiness. In my view, however, normative definitions are better postponed to the end of a study of subjective well-being in good lives and, in part, allowed to emerge as part of that study.45 Doing so ensures that value assumptions are scrutinized rather than smuggled in via definitions. Doing so also ensures that due attention is paid to a very important core of happiness—namely, loving our lives as manifested in ample enjoyments and a sense of meaning.

To conclude, I understand happiness as loving one’s life, valuing it through ample enjoyments and a robust sense of meaning. As such, happiness is understood in terms of subjective states of persons although it also makes reference to their lives. I avoid normative definitions that restrict happiness to good lives, in part because those definitions build in controversial value assumptions that are best examined on their own, and in part to maintain contact with today’s predominant concept of subjective happiness. As such, happiness is one important aspect of good lives that deserves attention in its own right, but especially in how it interweaves with other aspects of good lives. The next chapter outlines some connections between happiness and morality.
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