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The Search for Happiness

OPINIONS DIFFER from age to age as to what happi-
ness is. Popular “how to” books of the 18th century
were chiefly concerned with the subject of how to
die a good death; those of the 19th century moved
on to the subject of how to make a good living; and
those of the 20th century are devoted to telling us how
to live happily.

Many people — perhaps the majority of people —
would say that the greatest happiness they could
achieve would be freedom and ability to do what
they want to do. That is not a very good description
of happiness, because it is difficult to be sure just what
one wants today, let alone next year and twenty years
from now.

Human beings are changeable. What may seem
the supreme material good today may be completely
out of date within a few months.

What is happiness ?

Happiness arises largely from the mental qualities
of contentment, confidence, serenity, and active good-
will. It includes the pain of losing as well as the
pleasure of finding. It thrives best in a crowded life.
The men and women who are recorded in history
and biography as most happy were people with
always somewhat more to do than they could possibly
do. Every waking hour of their lives was occupied
with ambitious projects, literature, love, politics,
science, friendship, commerce, professions, trades,
their religious faith, and a thousand other matters,
The secret of happiness may be found by making each
of these interests count to its utmost as part of the
fabric of life.

Aristotle summarized this view in his Ethics, written
in the hey-dey of Greek thought 2,300 years ago:
Happiness lies in the active exercise of a man’s vital
powers along the lines of excellence, in a life affording
full scope for their development.

We need to avoid the extremes of sluggish placidity
and feverish activity. We are not going to be satisfied
with felicity which resembles that of a stone, un-

feeling and unmoving, but will look back from future
years with sorrow and regret if we run to and fro,
giving in to what Socrates called ““the itch™.

Happiness obviously includes two sorts of be-
haviour: active and passive. We may say that the
active part consists in searching and sharing, while
the passive part is made up of security and possession.
Neither part is complete of itself, and neither yields
full satisfaction if it is over-emphasized. Philosophers
from the ancient Greeks to Buddha and Balzac and
Pascal and Pitkin have been extolling a balanced life
as the most happy life, and many unhappy people
can, when they face the issue, trace their discontent to
imbalance.

The recipe for happiness cannot be given in any
single word, because its many virtues have to be
combined in their proper quantities, at the proper
times, for proper purposes.

Dr. Martin Gumpert, who leans toward belief in
physical well-being as the foundation of happiness,
provides this prescription in his book called The
Anatomy of Happiness: prevent physical suffering; pre-
vent guilt; do not accept illusions; accept the reality
of death; do what you like to do; keep learning;
accept your limitations; be willing to pay for every-
thing you get; be willing and able to love; avoid secrets.

About seeking happiness

It is legitimate to seek happiness. We cannot help
observing that while followers of some schools of
thought are telling us to avoid seeking happiness, they
intimate that if we do so we shall be happy.

The search requires a plan. We need to know what
sort of happiness we seek, what the ingredients are,
what are our strongest wants, and what we have to
start with. We should train ourselves to keep the
programme simple and free from complications and
side trips, to pay attention to little things, to deflate
quickly after being praised and to bounce back quickly
from disappointment, to seize or create opportunities
to put our special abilities to work, to seek excellence






