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  ‘If only we’d stop trying to be happy, we could have a pretty good time’




  attributed to Edith Wharton1




  PART I




  Beyond Happiness
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  Introduction:




  Why I Wrote This Book




  This book is about finding happiness and joy, but it is also the story of my life. It comes directly out of my experience as a schoolteacher for ten years, a school Head for twenty, a parent to three children, and sixty years of hard and often fraught living. It draws much more on my personal experience than the writing of others.




  Some years ago, at a difficult point in my life, I was walking along Charing Cross Road in London and stopped to look in the window of a second-hand bookshop. One particular title caught my eye. How to be Happy. I stood for a few seconds, gazing at it, and then walked on. But my mind kept returning to that book. A few days later, I went back to buy it. It had gone. This is my attempt to write the book I couldn’t find.




  I believe there are three distinct levels on which we can lead our lives and that we each have our own intensely personal journey to make in life. This book offers suggestions about how we might move from one level to another. Reading it should be an active process, one that encourages you to draw on your own wisdom. You will probably encounter resistance to change. I hope you will discover the role of personal adversity in making that change. Not everyone will choose to progress through the various stages and some people will die remaining on the first level. This is not inevitable, not for anyone. I firmly believe that it is open to every one of us to live a life that takes us beyond happiness.
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  The first level of human existence is the pleasure/pain stage, which goes little further than the behaviour of animals. Life on this level is dominated by the incessant quest to maximise personal pleasure and to minimise pain. This describes my own life perfectly for my first twenty-five years. I was brought up in a privileged middle-class family in the southeast suburbs of London, attending local private schools. I was devoted to my parents but both had had difficult childhoods themselves, and did not find parenting easy. My father was orphaned at the age of three when his mother and father, recent Jewish immigrants from Russia, died in the influenza epidemic that followed the First World War. He was brought up by his stepmother in real poverty in East London. A ferocious high-achiever, he rose to head a free-market think tank. I suspect that, subconsciously, much of my inner drive comes from him. My mother’s father was shot in the head in the First World War and became an invalid, a writer, a Marxist and a depressive.2 From her I inherited a profound anxiety.




  I was perfectly happy until the age of fourteen when my life suddenly changed, for reasons I still do not understand. I found myself prone to all kinds of anxieties, including a fear of going to sleep, and I was plagued by regular depression. My response was hedonism and to take sharp control of my life and the lives of others. I thirsted after pleasure and was blatant in the way that I used others. Confirmation into the Church of England came and went, leaving no lasting impression on me. I flunked my A Level exams very badly first time I sat them (CEE). I was very angry. I organised a mini revolution at my boarding school against the army and the Vietnam War (which ended shortly afterwards), just before my A Levels. I was, amazingly, allowed back. Just before the new term began, I had experience of deep joy that lasted some days. I returned to school and worked very hard. At university I began to direct plays during term time and organise holiday cottages in the long vacations, always to ensure that I was in charge and the centre of attention. I drank every night without exception and smoked heavily. When I was eighteen I had an unfortunate experience with drugs; I feared I had lost my mind. If it hadn’t been for that, I might have become a regular user. As it was, I never touched them again.




  After Oxford, I knew I wanted to be a writer, a theatre director, a farmer in Wales or a politician (though I could never decide which party). I became none of these. I opted instead to write a doctorate at the London School of Economics. London was exhilarating in the late 1970s and I soaked up every minute of it until, in my mid-twenties, my life collapsed after repeated failed love affairs. Somewhere inside me I recognised that I could not go on living such a superficial existence, dominated as it was by pleasure and pain.




  The second phase of my life began painfully, at the age of twenty-five. It was precipitated by a crisis I suffered when I was in the United States researching and finishing my first book. I woke up in the middle of the night, in the middle of the US, in the middle of a terrifying panic, not knowing who or where I was. Somehow I brought myself back to the UK, helped by a new partner who had been a friend since university, Joanna. She helped me piece my life together again. I took up meditation and practised yoga twice each day. I stopped drinking and smoking and started to live healthily. After a year or two, I began to feel a lightness and happiness that I had never experienced before. I realised that every decision we take in life does make us either a little bit lighter, or heavier.




  I set out to explore many of the eight paths to happiness that I describe in consecutive chapters of this book, from ‘A’ for Acceptance to ‘H’ for Health. I came to realise that happiness is a totally different and much profounder experience than the pleasure I had pursued before. Longer lasting, it emanates from meaningful connection with other people, from harmony with nature and works of art and with the deepest parts of myself.




  For many years, life was very good. I married Joanna, my saviour and the hero of my life. Building bridges is a deep impulse within me: I had always had a sense that my wife would be black, Muslim, or as in Joanna’s case, Jewish. Two daughters and a son came into our lives and I experienced that deep glow of contentment and belonging that parenthood can bring.




  Bit by bit, though, from my mid-thirties, the old patterns began to reassert themselves. My career in schools was going well and I became attracted again by glamour and material possessions. Old-fashioned sports cars had always been a weakness, and to Joanna’s horror, I purchased several. Finding the time for meditation and yoga became increasingly irksome and they gradually faded out of my life. I started drinking again and returned to the old patterns of self-absorbed behaviour I had known up to the age of twenty-five. Suddenly, at fifty, I found myself in a bleak position. I was a stranger to myself. I would hear myself talking but it didn’t seem like me. I had no peace, either in my mind or out in the world. I was looking for happiness in the wrong places and I fell into a deep depression.




  No one noticed any difference initially. I worked even harder at combining being a Head teacher with writing books. In fact I worked excessively, driving myself constantly to the brink of exhaustion. The prospect of living another thirty years seemed very wearisome. Just as everything threatened to overwhelm me, I experienced a moment of epiphany. It was Christmas Eve, 2004. I went to my bedroom, dejected, to meditate. Halfway through, I became aware of a profound inner peace settling in me, and I sensed that everything would be all right. The experience spoke to me about the inner realm I had lost in my dash for worldly success. I gained an understanding that my journey in life was far from complete. Prior to my lapse into discontent I would have said I was happy, but now I realised that happiness could not be the highest state of human existence. I knew I needed to make a fundamental change. But how?




  My twin life in schools and as a writer gave me some insights. I noticed that the happiness of children was dependent to a huge degree on the quality of the parenting they received, and that some parents who had great wealth used money as a substitute for love. The happiest and most fulfilled people, and those who had the happiest children, were those who were either not particularly affluent or who had an attitude almost of indifference to their wealth. Both these groups had a sense of perspective about money and recognised that their relationships and their own inner lives were of infinitely greater value. The most anxious and least happy people were those with the most material benefits who lacked that sense of inner value.




  At the time of my re-awakening to my own inner life, I was writing a book about Gordon Brown.3 The experience of writing a series of inside books about Prime Ministers had allowed me to conclude that great power rarely confers happiness. Most of those who’ve reached the top of politics are anxious and restless. Like Gordon Brown, they were driven by profound unconscious forces to succeed at the highest level, but couldn’t exist happily when they reached it. It was clearer to me than ever before that there had to be something more to life than money and power.




  I began to explore a further five paths, from ‘I’ for Inquiry to ‘M’ for Meditation and Mindfulness, this time taking them far more seriously. It was a rocky journey, but occasionally I caught glimpses of a state that took me beyond mere happiness. It could be described as ‘joy’ or ‘bliss’, but these are only words. The experience felt like being completely loved and accepted, and as if nothing in this world could possibly touch or disturb that state. I felt, at last, as if I belonged, that I was coming home.




  I recognise this state as the core of my own awareness, as something that is always present, always still and always deeply contented. It exists on a completely different plane to ordinary happiness and can come even in the midst of sorrow and distress. There is nothing self-centred about this experience, which is of goodness, wholeness and completeness. No worldly success or material possessions could hold a candle to this greater prize. The question of how to lead a life that would make this experience the norm rather than a passing rarity became my dominant quest, and I do not imagine that will change until the day I die.




  Many sore tests came along the way, none more so than being told in the summer of 2011 that Joanna had an incurable, if treatable, cancer. It has brought us closer together as a family, compelling us to savour the time we spend together and not fritter it away in petty squabbling and trivia. My love for Joanna has deepened immeasurably, as has my love for our children. Grasping that life is finite focuses the mind on what truly matters.




  Ever since my schooldays I have been drawn to trying to help those who are unhappy, but a short time before Joanna became ill, I came across a body of work from the United States which showed that young people can be ‘taught’ how to be happier and better able to cope with adversity. I duly instigated happiness classes at my school, Wellington College. I also decided to begin my weekly staff meetings with a period of stillness or mindfulness. Keen to bring about change on a national level, in 2011 I set up ‘Action for Happiness’ with co-founders the academic, Richard Layard, and former Downing Street strategy chief, Geoff Mulgan. It is working hard to create a shift in priorities in our culture by helping people take practical action for a happier and more caring society. It provides courses and information and facilitates the setting up of networks to promote happiness, not just in individual lives, but also in homes, schools, workplaces and local communities.




  The focus of this book is change at the individual level. It is aimed at everyone who is discontented with their life, who recognises that it could be much more meaningful and fulfilling but does not know how to embark on a journey to change. Experience has taught me that life is not random unless we choose to make it so. Adversity need not be negative but can be exactly what we need to encourage us to alter our way of living. Even the most depressed and disturbed people can find solace and comfort and we can all achieve greater levels of happiness. We are never alone unless we think we are alone. We need to think less and connect more, because we are all connected.




  This book is not for the faint-hearted. It provides a framework for moving beyond a superficial life dominated by pain and pleasure to one that is suffused with happiness, and then takes us on to the discovery of joy and complete peace. But it will take work and dedication on your part, and a willingness to examine your life with a candour that you may never previously have attempted. The book is full of spaces for guided reflection because it is through self-examination that we learn and change. Allowing ourselves as little as ten uninterrupted minutes to explore our feelings and beliefs about a particular aspect of our lives can yield great results. Writing down what comes into our mind is crucial. The act of writing both reveals aspects of a problem we may not have considered and allows us to clarify our feelings. You don’t have to be any kind of writer to get a lot out of these exercises. Neither do you need to have any experience of therapy, religious practice or meditation. All that is required is a commitment to make time to think honestly about yourself and your actions. You will discover remarkable things, some of which will be painful but many of which will be joyful. Follow this book fully, and you too will experience a sense of coming home.




  None of us need to live and die in the pleasure and pain stage. Nor need we stop at the mere happiness level. It is open to each and every person alive, should we will it, to live a life that takes us way beyond happiness. I wish you a fulfilling journey.




  Anthony Seldon




  August 2014




  




   




   




   




  ‘I have often said that the sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room.’




  Blaise Pascal, Pensées




  1.




  Pleasure, Happiness, Joy




  Most of us profess to love happiness and avidly seek it out. Similarly, most of us hate unhappiness and do everything we can to run from it, to suppress or deny it. Odd, then, that we rarely think deeply about what it is that makes us happy and unhappy, much less examine our role in bringing about those states in our lives. Happiness and unhappiness just seem to happen to us. We either revel in them or suffer from them, helpless and supine. But happiness and unhappiness occur for reasons. This book will explore them. Reading it will allow us to maximise our happiness and minimise our unhappiness. If we want. More than that, it will push us beyond happiness to pursue joy.




  This book is full of questions with spaces for you to fill in your responses. Why? Because we mostly read books passively and however much we may agree with them, we are not changed by them. This book seeks to bring about change. It will work if you engage actively with it.




  We are all responsible for our lives. Some of us are born with material advantages and opportunities, others with a great propensity towards happiness; some people experience more difficulty in their lives. But we all have free will; we can all make active and deliberate choices about changing the state in which we find ourselves. We just need to begin. The more we exercise choice, the more freedom we have: the less we exercise it, the more we become victims to circumstance.




  This book is about the discovery of personal autonomy and freedom. It is about the reclaiming of personal efficacy, about growing in self-awareness and finding ourselves. It is a book that, if you choose, will put you back in the driving seat. Because I believe that, ultimately, none of us truly want to be unhappy. It will take you on a journey in which you will discover profound meaning. Every step of the way will make you feel lighter as you discover your own personal truth in life.




  The pursuit of happiness (or joy, as I prefer to term the state of supremely easeful well-being that is this book’s aim for your life) is often portrayed as self-centred. Actually, it is anything but selfish. Relatives, friends and colleagues all benefit when we are happy. Their lives are diminished when we are unhappy. The pursuit of joy is a moral duty.




  Three states: pleasure, happiness, joy




  To understand where we are heading, we need to unpick three quite distinctive states: pleasure, happiness and joy. The attainment of joy is the ultimate end of our lives. The purpose of this book is to help us to arrive at secure happiness, and then to move beyond it.




  Pleasure is defined in this book as a subjective state. It is transitory and directly experienced through the consumption of material things. It is a purely self-centred, egotistical and narcissistic state. Pleasure is amoral. In experiencing pleasure, we treat others as objects. We are the centre of the universe.
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  Happiness is a deeper and more rewarding condition. We are no longer isolated individuals but in relationship with others, and with our deeper selves. It is not dependent upon consumption or personal acquisition. We act directly in order to achieve pleasure but we experience happiness as a by-product of living wisely. If we want to be happy, we thus have to live well, and we need to act morally. We must treat others, as well as ourselves, well and justly. To achieve happiness, we need to treat other people as equals.




  Joy is deeper still, and is experienced when the profoundest part of us is in complete harmony with the rest of creation. To achieve this state we may need to negate ourselves, our egos, and become one with the whole.




  When we experience pleasure, the ‘I’ is more important than anyone else: we see others as objects. But to achieve happiness, we must treat others as equals. To experience joy, others become more important than ourselves: our whole aim becomes to serve. We can represent this thus.




  Pleasure = 1 > 0




  Happiness = 1 = 1




  Joy = 1 < 0




  None of us can move straight to joy. We need first to progress beyond the basic, narcissistic level where our lives are dominated by pain avoidance and pleasure maximisation, to experience happiness. When we are happy we mature into rounded human beings, inhabiting a moral world in relationship with each other. Once we have built our secure egos, we have to learn to dissolve them and live from deeper selves, in harmony with the whole of creation. It is then that we experience joy.
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  Pleasure, happiness and joy, all have their enthusiastic purveyors. Throughout each day, we are bombarded by advertisements telling us that the purchase or experience of this or that product will bring us pleasure.




  Some of these pleasures will be harmless but some can damage us and others, when, for example, we indulge in an excess of alcohol, take illegal drugs or have exploitative sex.




  Businesses selling transient pleasures succeed because they know that our appetite for pleasure is insatiable. Something about human nature always demands more: bigger, faster, deeper, more intense, stronger, more powerful, more mind-blowing.




  The problem is, pleasure derived from a slab of chocolate, or from any other object, always fades when our consumption of it is over. When the sensation dies, the impulse comes into the brain – ‘more!’ The brain tends to press for still more consumption long after the body is satiated.




  The happiness industry, in contrast, sees itself on a more elevated plane. It has ground out self-help manuals for many years, in ever greater volume since the 1990s. Every media outlet dispenses regular advice on how to discover true and authentic happiness. Much of the material is good and based on solid evidence but some is flaky and purely commercial.
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  The study of happiness




  The study of happiness has deep historical roots. In ancient Greece, Socrates advocated self-knowledge as the path to happiness. Aristotle believed happiness, or eudaimonia, could be attained by living a virtuous life. The ancient Stoics maintained it was achievable via rational thought and an objective perspective on life. They argued that although what happens cannot always be controlled, we can usually determine our response to it. They too advocated a life of virtue to maximise our happiness.




  In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, philosophers, notably Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, argued that maximising happiness should be the aim for individuals, for governments and legislators. They gave birth to the term utilitarianism, which advocates the greatest happiness of the greatest number.




  In the later twentieth century, the pursuit of happiness was given a major boost by the development of ‘positive psychology’. The term was coined by the psychologist Abraham Maslow in the 1950s.4 Carl Rogers and Erich Fromm built on his work to argue that human beings could work positively and deliberately towards the discovery of their own happiness. But it was not until 1998, when Professor Martin Seligman chose Positive Psychology as the theme for his term as president of the American Psychological Association, that the idea was formally adopted as a discrete branch of psychology.




  Positive psychology claims ‘that it makes sense to study what is right about people in addition to what is wrong’.5 It is concerned with individual lives, as well as with relationships and organisations. The approach is less to analyse and dissect what has gone wrong and to pummel it relentlessly, than to look at the occasions when we ourselves, our relationships and organisations are successful, enjoyable and flourishing. It aims to understand what is happening when things are working well, and to build from there.




  Positive psychology has much to commend it. I declare an interest. It certainly inspired me to launch happiness classes in 2006 at Wellington, and to champion ‘well-being’ and character education at Wellington and beyond. Positive psychology has made a profound difference for the better to many.




  Where happiness is limited




  End of story? No, for two reasons. Firstly, positive psychology, for all its importance and freshness, works in a morally free or moral-light universe. The happiness described in this book is at heart connected with other human beings and is inextricably bound up with the notion of goodness. Secondly, because even happiness is not enough. It is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for a good life. We are on earth to probe more deeply than that.
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  Deep down, somewhere inside us, we know that there’s more to life than the maximising of our happiness. ‘[T]here’s another country, I’ve heard of long ago,’ is how Cecil Spring Rice described it in the popular hymn ‘I Vow to Thee My Country’.6 This other country, of which we have the most distant awareness, is a land of joy or bliss, imprinted deep in the human psyche. A different kind of business promotes it: the world’s religions, in practice often not very well, one has to say. The journey towards joy is from the individual and isolated ego to the fully connected soul. All too often, though, the organisations promoting themselves as religions have become egotistical, serving the needs of those (usually men) who run them, rather than the people who look to them for guidance. Terrible things happen when religions become so egocentric that they claim to have the monopoly on truth, and are entitled to coerce and even kill to enforce that monopoly.




  Many religious groups are of course benign; they may indeed take us all the way to the deepest levels of meaning and joy available to humankind, but we must be careful. Whatever their proponents say, religions can only provide the signposts; they are not the destination. Religion as destination quickly becomes a tyranny, and even in the best case, its practice is liable to be superficial if we have failed to realise that we ourselves must be active participants in the search for a good life. I became extremely angry with the concept of religion, and God, when, after I was confirmed at the age of fifteen into the Church of England, it failed to protect me from life’s adversities. Several years were to lapse before my rekindled interest, first in Eastern and then in Western religions, awoke in me the need to take responsibility for my own life and to use religion as a guide on a journey of inner transformation, a journey which is still far from complete.




  What then is this destination to which we are headed, this quality or state beyond happiness? Plato provides an important clue in his allegory of the cave in The Republic,7 from the early fourth century BCE. This story is well known. A group of people is imprisoned in a cave for their entire lives, bound so that they can only see a blank wall, upon which their captors are projecting shadows cast by the light of a fire. The prisoners take the shadows to be real. Eventually one prisoner frees himself and turns to look at the fire and the statues used to cast the shadows. He realises he is seeing something more real than what he has always accepted as reality. A greater stage of enlightenment occurs when the prisoner escapes to the world outside the cave and sees trees, animals, the sun. He understands that he is now encountering the source of all light, all life. It is our task as humans to travel outside the cave, to experience reality for ourselves.




  Only by finding the depths in our lives and experiencing this reality that lies beyond our subjective minds, do we move beyond mere pleasure and pain. Only in the discovery of joy or bliss can we find true freedom and enduring security. Not as a theory, but as a fact of our lives.
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  This need to go beyond the individual or self-centred happiness is embedded in the Action for Happiness movement which I helped to set up and launch. In addition to sharing ideas from positive psychology about personal happiness, it encourages members of the movement to pursue a deeper and more altruistic form of fulfilment and to work towards a happier and more caring society. Members pledge to ‘create more happiness and less unhappiness in the world around’ so this encourages people to look beyond their own happiness and care more for others.




  The world’s religions preach the ‘golden rule’ that we should ‘do to others as we would have done to ourselves’. I believe this exhortation, to love and to practise compassion, provides the key signpost that we all need. It will take us beyond the pleasures of life, which are often superficial, and beyond happiness, which is a worthy if ultimately limited objective.




  What then is this journey, and how might we pursue it? This is the subject of the next chapter.




  2.




  Life As A Journey




  We all choose our lives. Who and what we are today is the result of our past choices. Some of them may not have felt like choices at the time, but they were. We may choose to blame others if we don’t like our lives, to blame circumstances or ourselves. But we have always had a choice. An excellent place from which to begin our journey is with the decision not to blame, rather to take responsibility for who we are and resolve to become the person we could be, were perhaps meant to be.




  The only inescapable facts of life are birth and death. At any point in our lives we find ourselves somewhere between the beginning and the end. Part of the anxiety but also, if we embrace it, the charm of the game of life is that we never know exactly where we are along that voyage.




  Every life, every journey is individual, but they all have something in common. All eight billion people currently on earth have their unique journeys to travel but for all of us, the journeys are in one of two directions: to greater self-absorption and personal aggrandisement, or to greater immersion in compassion and love for others. One direction leads ultimately to fragility, misery and loneliness, which is the state of the individual in isolation from others; the other leads to ever greater and deeper happiness, and to joy.
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