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Preface


What does the word ‘happiness’ mean to you? The serenity of lying in your partner’s arms? That slightly guilty pleasure of indulging in a rich chocolate cake? The giddy liberation of leaving work on a Friday afternoon and embarking upon a longed-for holiday? The joy of seeing your child take her first steps, or say his first word? That moment when life seems totally perfect, and you wish you could stop the clock there for ever? Perhaps all these things … and more!


The trouble with happiness is not that it means nothing, but that it means too much. We use the word to cover a universe of positive feelings, from trivial hedonic sensations to our most profound experiences. Consequently, it risks becoming washed out and devalued, cheapened by easy repetition. The experiences themselves may even be diminished, eliding together in one amorphous, homogeneous melange. If happiness covers everything from light-hearted revelry to the deepest fulfilment, we may lose the ability to differentiate. All good things become the same shade of bright but slightly jaded yellow.


Moreover, our limited vocabulary means many wonderful experiences can elude our grasp. Have you ever experienced a sensation you couldn’t quite describe, because there is no English word for it? Without the ability to put a label to it, you may struggle to register the feeling at all. It might hover vaguely for a moment at the fringes of your consciousness, before swiftly dissipating, like a dream upon waking. As such, remembering and understanding it may prove difficult. For such reasons did Wittgenstein argue that the limits of our language define the boundaries of our world.1


However, all is not lost. We are not imprisoned by our native language. Even if English has not created a word for a specific phenomenon, another language might have done so. These are known as ‘untranslatable’ words, although that label is a little misleading. They aren’t literally untranslatable: a sense of their meaning can usually be conveyed in a few words, or at least a couple of sentences. Rather, untranslatability means the term lacks an exact equivalent in another language; in our case, English. Excitingly, as we discover these words, the boundaries of our world expand accordingly.


For instance, I’ve had a personal interest in Buddhism for nearly twenty years, and as such have encountered many untranslatable words in languages such as Sanskrit. These range from karma (an illuminating theory of ethical causality) to nirvā[image: image]a (the tantalising possibility of total liberation from suffering). I’ve reflected deeply on these strange, initially unfamiliar terms, and have even tried to explore them experientially through meditation. Nirvā[image: image]a may remain a distant and elusive goal, but my sense of the limits of human possibility has broadened dramatically.


Such is the power of untranslatable words. Their potential is manifold. To begin with, they allow us to conceptualise familiar feelings, such as happiness, with greater clarity by helping us to sift it into fine-grained elements. They may also give voice to sensations we’ve hazily experienced, but previously lacked the ability to vocalise. They can even lead us to new experiences we hadn’t known were possible, such as the far horizons of nirvā[image: image]a. Truly, untranslatable words are portals to new worlds.


This book will introduce you to a dazzling array of these words, sourced from around the world. Together, they cover wellbeing in all its magnificent detail – from pleasure and contentment to wisdom and spirituality. I hope to take you on an exciting, mind-expanding journey during which we shall explore the length and breadth of this most vital terrain. As we proceed, I will encourage you not only to revel in the richness of these words, but to consider respectfully ‘borrowing’ them for use in your own life.


Borrowing words


I’ll wager that you’ve used at least one non-English word in the last twenty-four hours. English is a veritable cornucopia of borrowed words. That term itself is one, deriving from the Latin cornu copiae, a mythical ‘horn of plenty’.2 The term ‘borrow’ might raise a quizzical eyebrow here, since it’s not as if these words get ‘returned’ to their rightful owners at some point, like a dog-eared library book. Indeed, many such words are no longer perceived as being of foreign origin at all. Nevertheless, borrowing is the standard terminology for this process, with the terms in question generally known as ‘loanwords’.3


‘Zero’, for instance – a cornerstone of science and mathematics – is Arabic in origin, as we shall see in Chapter 7. And ‘tea’, that staple of English society, was borrowed from Chinese, via Dutch. In fact, estimates suggest that some 41 per cent of the 600,000 or so entries in the Oxford English Dictionary are borrowed words! These include around 25 per cent from French, 8 per cent from Latin, 3.5 per cent from Old Norse, and 2 per cent from Greek, together with a multitude of loanwords from scores of other languages.4 For example, in addition to ‘zero’, Arabic alone has provided dozens of words, from ‘algebra’ to ‘alcohol’, ‘sofa’ to ‘spinach’.


Indeed, from one perspective, English itself is entirely borrowed. It is a West Germanic language, brought to the British Isles in the fifth century by the invasions of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes.5 The dominance of these tribes meant that the existing tongues of post-Roman Britain – mainly Latin and Brittonic – were swiftly superseded. The dramatic arrival of the new ‘Anglo-Saxon’ lexicon effectively reset the dial, linguistically speaking, constituting the start of ‘Old English’.


A further revolution occurred with the Norman invasion of 1066, after which the upper echelons of English society embraced their conquerors’ French language and inaugurated the era of Middle English. Eventually, English regained its dominance, but by then the lexicon had been swelled by numerous French words, covering all manner of phenomena that had not been articulated in Anglo-Saxon. Moreover, French itself had borrowed liberally from other languages, particularly Latin and Arabic, which in turn had their own influences, especially the formidable inventiveness of classical Greek.


By this point, English was a veritable melting pot, alchemising terms from multiple countries. The borrowing escalated further after 1500, which marked the start of Modern English. Trade routes opened in the first stirrings of globalisation, and enquiring minds of the Enlightenment gained direct access to texts from around the world. Consequently, English was able to borrow from just about everywhere, particularly Greek and Latin. It even got creative, combining notions from multiple sources. For example, when a word was needed for John Logie Baird’s latest invention, the Latin vīsiō was attached to the Greek stem têle to describe the mysterious ‘far seeing’ afforded by television.


While these waves of borrowing are fascinating in themselves, of even greater interest is the question: why are certain words borrowed? Broadly speaking, there are two main reasons. The first relates to situations when there is already a perfectly good native term for the phenomenon in question. In such cases, a fancy foreign word might be employed in the hope of accruing cultural prestige or establishing intellectual authority. Think of an auditor who insists on using the Latin term per annum rather than ‘each year’ when checking through a company’s accounts. Such borrowing provides an interesting insight into human nature, but it falls outside the remit of this book.


Rather, we are concerned with the second reason for borrowing words: namely, ‘loanwords by necessity’.6 In such cases, there is a ‘semantic gap’ because the recipient language lacks a suitable word for the referent in question.7 Hence, we scrabble for an effective means to articulate what we mean. We invoke clumsy strings of words, and might even resort to flailing gestures or strange sounds. But then we learn that another language has already coined a word for the phenomenon – the mot juste that expresses it perfectly. We gratefully latch on to it, giving voice to what we were previously unable to articulate.


You’re no doubt familiar with the German term Schadenfreude – malicious pleasure at the misfortune of others. Or, more benignly, the evocative Wanderlust – the irrepressible longing to roam, to explore the world. Such words pique our curiosity. They appear to reveal something about the culture that created them – as if Germans are especially susceptible to such complex emotions. However, it should be remembered that both have been imported into English. So English speakers must have had at least a passing familiarity with these feelings, even though they lacked the precise words to articulate them. As such, they struck an immediate chord of recognition. ‘That’s it!’ our forebears must have exclaimed. ‘That’s exactly how I feel! How handy to have a word for it.’ In this way, words are borrowed, filling our lexical gaps.


Consequently, our emotional landscape is enriched. We are empowered to give voice to feelings that previously remained unexpressed. Some words immediately – and very satisfyingly – seem intimate and familiar. They exquisitely capture vague sensations that we have not previously known how to put into words. Indeed, Wanderlust chimed deeply with me when I first encountered it. Other words introduce us to exciting new possibilities we never even suspected existed, such as the mysterious idea of nirvā[image: image]a, which has so intrigued me in my engagement with Buddhism.


Excitingly, a whole world of wonderful words is just waiting to be discovered. This lexicon is the beating heart of this book. Before we start our adventure, though, I’d like to explain how this project came about, and dwell a little further on why I believe it is so important.


Positive cross-cultural lexicography


I’m a researcher in positive psychology, a relatively recent discipline that focuses on wellbeing. It’s a wonderful field, exploring everything that makes life bright and beautiful, from gratitude and hope to love and spirituality. But it has its issues, as do most endeavours. Perhaps its biggest flaw is that it’s relatively Western-centric. Although the field now boasts dedicated researchers around the world, it first emerged and took shape in the West, by which I mean principally North America (where it was inaugurated in 1998 by Martin Seligman and his colleagues), Western Europe and Australasia.


The key problem with this Western-centricity is that it runs the risk of formulating a partial and biased understanding of wellbeing, one shaped by its cultural context. Positive psychology – and psychology in general – is mainly structured around the contours of the English language, and driven by the ideas, worldviews and priorities of Western societies. As such, psychology has largely bypassed the experiences and insights developed by non-Western and non-English-speaking cultures.


However, this is beginning to change. Academic psychology is increasingly breaking out of its Western shell and engaging with the rest of the world’s cultures, driven forward by scholars from all nations. I want to make a contribution to this emergent spirit of cross-cultural enquiry.


I started to appreciate the value of learning from other cultures when I visited China, aged nineteen, to teach English before starting university. There I encountered a wealth of mysterious concepts, practices and traditions that were utterly unfamiliar to me but seemed of immense consequence – Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism, to name but three. These bodies of wisdom were barely even mentioned in my textbooks when I entered university to study psychology, yet I had a gnawing suspicion that, despite their antiquity, they possessed insights into the human mind that far surpassed those of contemporary science.


I was not alone in thinking that Western psychology had much to learn from Buddhism. Indeed, I soon encountered a groundswell of scholars investigating the Buddhist-derived practice of mindfulness. Eventually – after several years working as a musician and a psychiatric nursing assistant – I joined their ranks, undertaking a PhD that focused on the impact of meditation on men’s mental health.8 Thereafter, I pursued a career as a lecturer in positive psychology and continued to search Buddhism for jewels that might enhance the field. This led to even greater appreciation of the benefits of cross-cultural study.


In July 2015, I joined colleagues at an international positive psychology conference. As I meandered around the lectures, I chanced upon a captivating presentation by a Finnish researcher, Emilia Lahti. The topic was sisu – a form of extraordinary courage and determination, especially in the face of adversity.9 Lahti argued that this personal resource lies at the heart of Finnish culture, enabling the nation and its people to survive and overcome myriad challenges. However, while it is specifically associated with the Finns, Lahti suggested that it may be inherent within everyone – a psychological resource that is common to all humanity, if only we could learn to harness it.


On my return to England, my mum asked how the conference had gone. We were chatting animatedly about sisu when it occurred to us that most languages probably have similarly intriguing ideas that lack precise English equivalents. Now, I’m not a linguist by training, so the notion of untranslatability – and the research that already existed into this topic – was unknown to me at that point. Still, I knew we were on to something. Moreover, given my experiences with Buddhism, I instinctively felt that such words would have much to offer psychology, not to mention English-speaking cultures more broadly.


Before long, I resolved to assemble as many of these words as possible, with a specific focus on wellbeing, given my affiliation to positive psychology. I had no idea if this plan was a foolhardy wild-goose chase, but it captivated me. In this way, I found myself embarking on a quest to collate a lexicon of untranslatable words relating to wellbeing.


I dreamed of establishing a crowd-sourced platform on which people from around the world could offer words from their languages. However, I didn’t have a website, or any way of attracting attention to the project. Hence, I realised I would need to kick-start it on my own. I dived enthusiastically into the many colourful websites and blogs that are devoted to the subject, and pored over relevant academic articles and books. These early forays yielded a modest return of 216 words. I analysed them thematically – grouping words that seemed conceptually related – and in January 2016 published the results in the flagship journal of my field, the Journal of Positive Psychology.10


To my delight, the article generated a fair amount of interest. By then, I had created a website to host the burgeoning list of words (www.drtimlomas.com/lexicography), and this started to receive a stream of helpful suggestions and feedback. I also continued with my own explorations. I would often encounter a new word, then fall into a rabbit hole as the original term drew my attention to a related one, and another, and another. Before long, the lexicon had blossomed to nearly a thousand words.


Soon, the exciting possibility of bringing these words together in a book was becoming a reality and I found myself typing the words you’re reading now. I’m thrilled to have this opportunity to delve into many of these fascinating words in the sort of detail they deserve. First, though, I’d like to offer a little theoretical context in the hope of clarifying their value and significance. To that end, I shall introduce a metaphor for the power of language in general: namely, cartography, the drawing of maps.


Experiential cartography


Language is a map that allows us to understand and navigate a path through our experiential world. By ‘experiential world’, I mean not only the external world of places and spaces, sights and sounds, but our secret, inner world of thoughts and feelings, dreams and desires. In philosophical circles, these inner phenomena are known collectively as qualia.11 Taken together, these inner and outer landscapes constitute our experiential world. And language is our metaphorical map of it. Indeed, language shares several features in common with actual maps.


First, there is the ‘boundary principle’. Both maps and languages carve up the world’s dizzying complexity into a series of sectors, separated by boundaries. Just as maps divide our planet into countries and regions, languages segment our experiential world into cognitively digestible pieces by identifying objects (via nouns and pronouns), processes (verbs), qualities (adjectives and adverbs), relationships (prepositions and conjunctions) and communicative acts (interjections).


Crucially, this process of boundary creation is somewhat arbitrary, and largely a matter of social convention.12 For instance, we have deemed it useful to distinguish between children, adolescents and adults, whereas previous generations generally recognised only children and adults.13 The new category of adolescents is thus both useful and a matter of social agreement. I do not mean mere agreement, unmoored from objectivity or truth. After all, adolescents do differ from both children and adults on account of certain age-related characteristics. Nevertheless, our segmenting of this age spectrum depends on convention.


One aspect of the boundary principle is absolutely central to this book: different languages impose subtly different boundaries upon the world. This fact has profound and exciting consequences, and it lies at the heart of this lexicographic project, so I shall return to it shortly. First, though, we need to discuss two further parallels between languages and maps.


The next is that both possess ‘scalable granularity’.14 Consider Google Maps. As you zoom in on an area, the level of detail remains fairly constant. Begin with the planet in its entirety: features that span hundreds of miles, such as the contours of a coastline, are rendered visually in millimetres. Yet you can then swoop down vertiginously until a single house fills the screen. Now objects that are merely centimetres in actual scale – say, a pair of shoes lying outside the front door – are similarly rendered in millimetres.


A similar principle applies with language, which can likewise carve up the world in increasingly fine-grained detail. The process of zooming in on these details is the very essence of learning. Think back to your childhood and your first few months of school. On entering the classroom for the first time, your impressionable young mind will have been assailed by a barrage of daunting new words: ‘science’, ‘language’, ‘art’ and so on. While all of these surely sounded impressive, their meaning was largely a mystery. If you were to represent them on a global map, each would be a vast yet opaque continent, entirely untroubled by detail. But as your educational journey continued, you slowly learned to identify individual countries within those continents. You gradually realised that ‘science’ harbours biology, chemistry and physics, while ‘art’ encompasses sculpture, painting, photography, music and so on.


With time, guided by your personal passions, you were able to zoom in even further. A fondness for music, for instance, may have led you to segment this vast region into numerous individual styles, differentiating classical from calypso, rock from reggae. You dive in further, inspired by a burgeoning interest in classical music to learn the violin. After several months of screeching, you cautiously join an orchestra. Soon, for you, symphonic music becomes a terrain of astonishing granularity. You know your Mozart from your Liszt, your allegro from your andante. Your linguistic map becomes ever more nuanced.


This process similarly accompanies the cultivation of a palate for fine wine, an eye for great paintings, or a mind for the labyrinths of philosophy. It enhances not only our knowledge of these realms but, even more excitingly, our experience of them. Our refined maps allow us to see more clearly, hear more keenly, taste more sensitively, understand more deeply and appreciate more fully. Most pertinently for us here, the process of zooming in can even augment our experience of happiness.


We’re all familiar with the idea that people differ in terms of their intellectual capacity, as measured, for instance, by IQ tests. Well, we also vary in emotional granularity: that is, in our ability to experience and conceptualise subtly different emotions.15 A person with low granularity might label a broad swathe of positive sensations simply as ‘happiness’. Conversely, someone with high granularity will be able to segment this umbrella term into numerous individual components – such as joy and bliss – which they will understand as similar but distinct emotions.


However, don’t worry if you fear you may be towards the lower end of the granularity spectrum. Crucially, emotional granularity is not a fixed trait. It can be trained and developed, just as you can hone your appreciation of music or fine wine. Indeed, therapeutic exercises have been devised to help children expand their knowledge of emotion words, with demonstrable positive effects on their wellbeing and academic performance.16


One of this book’s principal aims is to guide you towards greater granularity. As you proceed through the chapters, your map of the experiential world will become ever more detailed and nuanced. En route, we shall visit no fewer than nine different domains of wellbeing – contentment, pleasure, love, connection, aesthetic appreciation, ambivalence, understanding, spirituality and character. Each chapter is structured around a number of key words, each of which illuminates a specific area of that particular domain. Collectively, these terms reveal the domain’s full, glorious richness.


This brings us to the third and final parallel between maps and words: the ‘guidance principle’. Both maps and language are indispensable guides to our world. The former allow us to navigate a path through our immediate surroundings with great accuracy, and also invite us to venture into new territory. Similarly, language helps us to orient ourselves to where we are now and increase our understanding of what we are currently experiencing.


To appreciate this point, consider the phenomenon of alexithymia: the inability to recognise or verbalise emotions.17 Someone who is alexithymic may experience nervous excitement, guilty pleasure or indeed any other emotion, but these sensations may leave them confused or bewildered. By contrast, someone with highly developed emotional differentiation will know precisely what they are experiencing at any given time. It’s as if the second person has a detailed map of their life course and location while the first has only a vague sketch.


Moreover, just as maps tempt us to visit new lands, words encourage us to investigate unfamiliar zones of experience. For example, I’ve been entranced by Buddhism ever since my first visit to China, as I alluded to above. While there, my young, naive mind was mystified by dauntingly strange words like Buddha and nirvā[image: image]a. I had no idea what they meant at the time, and to this day they remain opaque. But they prompted me to explore the unglimpsed experiential peaks they signified and pursue new states of mind by following a Buddhist path.


You will have noticed that Buddha and nirvā[image: image]a are not English words. Yet we have come to use them for want of adequate translations. This point brings us back to the heart of this book. Most other cultures possess terms for which we lack suitable equivalents: untranslatable words. As we shall see, many of these words are incredibly illuminating, partly because different languages map the world in fascinatingly different ways.


Divergent maps


For a wealth of reasons – from climate to tradition – the world’s cultures have found it useful to carve up the world linguistically in their own unique fashions. This is known as the ‘linguistic relativity hypothesis’, or alternatively as the ‘Sapir–Whorf’ principle, after the anthropologist Edward Sapir18 and his student Benjamin Lee Whorf.19 As Whorf memorably put it: ‘We dissect nature along lines laid out by our native languages … The world is presented as a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has to be organized … largely by the linguistic systems in our minds.’20


This hypothesis is exemplified by the apocryphal notion that ‘Eskimos’ – a broad term that can be used, albeit contentiously, to refer collectively to many of the indigenous peoples of the northern circumpolar region21 – have dozens of different words for snow. This claim is so well trodden that it will surely trigger either a nod of recognition or a sigh of weary scepticism, depending on your perspective. For that very reason, it’s worth exploring further in order to shed some light on the notion of divergent linguistic maps.


The subject was first brought to wider attention by Franz Boas, Sapir’s mentor. In passing, he noted that the Inuit have discrete words for four different types of snow: aput (snow on the ground); gana (falling snow); piqsirpoq (drifting snow); and qimuqsuq (a snow drift).22 Subsequently, Whorf upped the ante to seven terms, but this was not nearly enough for some, who went on to cite four hundred or so different words.23 Such was the runaway linguistic inflation that the whole topic has been dismissed as a ‘hoax’.24 However, the issue is rather more nuanced and complex than that.


Its veracity hinges on what we mean by a ‘word’. Eskimo–Aleut languages – the overarching category to which the various individual tongues belong – are agglutinative. That is, complex words are created by combining morphemes. For example, the West Greenlandic word for ice – siku – gives rise to several compounds, including sikuliaq (pack ice), sikuaq (new ice) and sikurluk (melting ice). In such languages, it is possible to create a near infinity of such words simply by combining various morphemes.


So, do Eskimo–Aleut languages have greater lexical complexity than English with respect to snow? Technically, no, because English has access to a powerful armoury of descriptors in the form of adjectives. Yet, in practice, English is far poorer in this area. Hypothetical possibilities aside, a lexicon’s scope is ultimately determined by its usage. Although Eskimo–Aleut and English speakers have roughly equal capacity to speak about snow with great specificity – the former through agglutination, the latter through the use of adjectives – most English speakers have little reason to call upon that ability. Eskimo culture has evolved in a physical environment that is utterly dominated by snow in a way that most English-speaking cultures are not. As such, Eskimo–Aleut languages contain many more words in common usage (as opposed to hypothetical phrases) that relate to snow – perhaps as many as a thousand distinct lexemes, by some estimates.25


The question is: why do they need so many words for snow? Essentially, snow is a significant enough phenomenon within the Arctic Circle to warrant considerable granularity. By contrast, given that it usually snows only a few days each year in the regions where English developed, why would we bother with such detail? One principal word will do, along with a handful of other nouns (such as sleet) and adjectives to convey more precise meaning.


But just think of how many words and phrases we have coined for a much more familiar form of precipitation in the UK: rain. There must be dozens of them. That’s because rain is enough of a presence here – and occurs in sufficient variety – that the effort to differentiate between its myriad forms seems justified. If I’m setting out for a Sunday walk, I may be reassured to hear it’s merely spitting, or heartened by the promise of a passing shower. However, dark reports of a downpour or even a deluge will send me scurrying back inside to the cosy warmth of home.


So, what is the significance of these words? First, it’s useful to make fine-grained distinctions about phenomena that are particularly salient, whether you are an Inuit judging the snow’s suitability for sledging, or an Englishman deliberating whether to persevere with his stroll. More importantly, though, knowledge of the perfect word for a given circumstance may enable you to see more, understand more and experience more.


As a Londoner, imagine if I were whisked away to a remote Arctic community. My hosts and I would look out on precisely the same frozen landscape, but I would see nothing but undifferentiated snow. I would struggle to register how fast it was falling, the size of the crystals, how it was settling on the ground. In comparison to the locals, I would be blind to all of these nuances and dozens more besides. Think of a classically trained pianist and a three-year-old child sitting side by side and listening to a Mozart symphony. The same sound waves would hit their ears, but what a difference in interpretation! The pianist would appreciate every intricate detail of the performance, while the toddler would hear a mere muddle of noise.


To return to our cartographic metaphor, I would have only a rudimentary linguistic map to guide me through the snow. Crucially, though, the story doesn’t end there: our maps are not engraved in stone. Indeed, they are wonderfully dynamic and exquisitely amenable to refinement. After a month or two in the Arctic, I would start to pick up some of the local lexicon, learning untranslatable concepts I had never encountered in English. In doing so, my linguistic map of this experiential world would become more detailed. Moreover, I would not only develop a more fine-grained understanding of snow but I would also gain insights into other aspects of Eskimo life, from the locals’ religious beliefs to their culinary practices. In short, I would enrich my linguistic map by studying theirs, and ‘borrowing’ as many useful elements as I could remember.


OK, this is a rather unusual example. However, its underlying principles are anything but. As we saw above, borrowing words from other cultures is central to all language development and something we do all the time. My hope is that you will enrich your understanding and experience of happiness by borrowing from the great library of ideas that are presented in the pages that follow.


The journey ahead


So, I’d like to invite you on an exciting journey in which we shall explore the myriad realms of wellbeing through the subtle, transformative power of untranslatable words. Over the course of the next nine chapters I shall guide you through a beautiful landscape which contains the best our experiential world has to offer. Each chapter explores a specific dimension of happiness via key words that articulate its nuances in fine detail.


We begin by focusing on the sensation of happiness itself, seeking to cultivate a more granular appreciation of its subtleties, from the tranquillity of contentment (Chapter 1) to the more intense peaks of pleasure (Chapter 2). We then turn to what is arguably the main source of happiness – relationships – including the intense bonds of love (Chapter 3) and the more general networks of connection (Chapter 4). Next, we explore what links happiness to aesthetic appreciation (Chapter 5) and ambivalent states of mind (Chapter 6). Finally, we investigate three well-worn pathways to happiness, all of which pertain to personal development: namely, understanding (Chapter 7), spirituality (Chapter 8) and character (Chapter 9).


Before we set out, however, a caveat is necessary. Naturally, I endeavour to do justice to each and every word, but it would be impossible to explore all 124 entries in full and intimate detail – their etymology, usage, diverse interpretations and so on. To give some idea of the scale of such a task, a number of authors have already written full-length books on just one of the words that feature here: the Danish concept of hygge. Indeed, no fewer than nine titles were published on this subject – in English – in 2016 alone!26 My intention is rather different: I have deliberately sacrificed a little depth to facilitate a comparative analysis, with each word painted in broad brush strokes. As such, and given that translation is a fiendishly difficult undertaking, my descriptions may not satisfy every speaker of the language to which a given word belongs. Nevertheless, I have striven to catch the spirit of each word,27 albeit in a limited and partial way. Moreover, I have sought to verify my descriptions not only with reliable scholarly sources but, where possible, with a bilingual speaker of the language in question. As such, while my descriptions may not be canonical or infallible, I have done my best to make them as accurate as possible.


Bearing this in mind, I hope this project will help to fan the flames of cross-cultural appreciation in psychology by providing glimpses into the unique ways and wisdom of the world’s diverse cultures. In so doing, the conceptual map of psychology may be augmented and graced by new concepts from which it has hitherto been veiled. More radically, I hope this lexicon will enrich your own personal world and expand your emotional horizons. The book will introduce you to a universe of ideas, sourced from numerous cultures and languages. I invite you to engage with these words in a spirit of respect and appreciation for the cultures that created them, and perhaps even try to use some of them in your daily life. To that end, the book concludes with a glossary of terms and a rough pronunciation guide.


Together, these words have the potential to expand your sense of what it means to be happy and flourish. Some will give voice to feelings that have been hazily familiar but unarticulated. Others may lead you into new realms of experience and allow you to glimpse beautiful possibilities that had previously been obscured. Either way, an exciting journey awaits.




CHAPTER ONE


Contentment


This book delves deep into happiness – its colours and textures, its dynamics and mechanics, its causes and manifestations. And we start by exploring the feeling itself, its emotional tone.


In academic psychology, feelings and emotions relating to happiness – those that are pleasant and enjoyable in some way – are categorised under the umbrella term ‘positive affect’. But a world of variation is concealed by this colourless, bland label. Consider the vast chasms of significance and intensity that separate the mild enjoyment of an ice cream from the bliss of being entwined in the arms of your soulmate for the very first time. Or the difference in satisfaction between making a decent cup of coffee on a Sunday morning and seeing your child graduate from university after years of struggle. These are all positive feelings, but they’re hardly comparable with one another!


Therefore, as you might expect, psychologists have sought to differentiate between various types of positive affect. For instance, Paul Ekman, one of the most influential emotion theorists, suggests that there are five basic emotions – anger, disgust, fear, sadness and enjoyment – with the latter essentially constituting positive affect.1 His recent ‘Atlas of Emotions’ project2 then deconstructs enjoyment into twelve discrete types, from least to most intense: sensory pleasure; rejoicing; compassion/joy; amusement; Schadenfreude; relief; pride; fiero; naches; wonder; excitement; and ecstasy.


As useful as this schema is, however, we can go further and identify many more grades of positive affect. By exploring untranslatable words, we can discover subtle variations in emotional experience that have not been identified in English. Indeed, Ekman himself includes three such words in his spectrum. The Italian notion of fiero – which we shall discuss in more detail later in this chapter – captures the affirmative pleasure of meeting a challenge that has stretched one’s capabilities. Meanwhile, the Yiddish term naches describes the unique pride we feel when someone we love does well. Finally, there’s the infamous Schadenfreude. Although technically a form of pleasure, it is malicious and ultimately detrimental to wellbeing,3 so it does not merit further discussion here!


In addition to fiero and naches, there are many other enjoyment words which allow us to delve into positive affect in finer-grained detail. We shall explore them throughout the course of this chapter and the next, which focus on contentment and pleasure, respectively. Viewed as a spectrum of arousal, these categories cleave positive affect in two – from the low-intensity tranquillity of contentment to the vibrant energy of pleasure. If happiness is a beautiful landscape, contentment represents its lush pastures, wherein we wander peacefully at our leisure. By contrast, pleasure constitutes its jagged mountain peaks: exciting to ascend, but more fleeting in nature. That said, variations in happiness are not only about the level of arousal, as if merely turning up the volume. Many more factors introduce subtlety into the proceedings, such as the meaning of our experiences. As such, even feelings of comparable arousal can differ greatly in their weight and depth.


With that in mind, let’s start breathing in the cool, clear air of contentment.


Ataraxia


Lucid tranquillity, peace of mind, calmness


‘The happy man is content with his present lot,’ wrote Seneca to his brother in 58 CE, ‘no matter what it is.’4 His fellow-philosopher Epictetus took this line of thought to its extreme when he claimed that it was possible to be ‘sick and yet happy, in peril and yet happy, dying and yet happy, in exile and happy, in disgrace and happy’.5 What strange kind of happiness is this?


It goes by the name of Stoicism, which may ring some bells. This was the label given to the Athenian school of philosophy, founded by Zeno of Citium, to which these great thinkers belonged. It derives from Zeno’s habit of conducting his esoteric enquiries underneath a stoá – a portico or porch. Nowadays, stoicism often implies resignation to fate, bravely tolerating one’s suffering. By contrast, the original Stoics believed a form of happiness was always possible, whatever the circumstances. Their word for this state of mind was ataraxia. This is a good place to start our enquiry into contentment: at the very base of the arousal spectrum, just above the absolute zero of total passivity. For ataraxia implies lucid tranquillity and imperturbability, serene detachment from the vicissitudes of fate and circumstance.6


One might object that this state is either inhuman or impossible to achieve. These charges do have a ring of truth. After all, with respect to the first, etymologically, tranquillity is closely related to tranquillisation. Arguably, to be fully human, one should be moved by life – delight in its joys and lament its sorrows. Yet accounts of the Stoics do not describe an emotionless band of cold, unfeeling automatons. They knew the warmth of love and the heartache of pain. For them, ataraxia was essentially a radical form of acceptance. This wasn’t grudging acquiescence but a gracious willingness to be with whatever was happening, including their emotions. They might be in pain or sorrow, but they were seemingly able to accept such feelings rather than resist them, which modern research suggests is generally futile anyway.7


This brings us to the second objection. Serene detachment sounds all very well, but surely it is beyond the reach of most of us? Not according to the Stoics. These bold thinkers placed great faith in the power of the will to eradicate desire and render themselves at peace with life.


Intriguingly, at around the same time but thousands of miles away, another group of philosophical pioneers were exploring a similar kind of tranquil detachment. Even more revolutionarily, they were also developing mental practices to facilitate it.


Sati


Mindful awareness of the present moment


A couple of hundred years before Zeno’s deliberations beneath the stoá, Gautama Siddhārtha – an itinerant monk in what is now Nepal – made the following proclamation: ‘A bhikkhu [monk], gone to the forest, to the foot of a tree, or to an empty place, sits down, bends in his legs crosswise on his lap, keeps his body erect, and arouses mindfulness in the object of meditation, namely, the breath which is in front of him. Mindful, he breathes in, and mindful, he breathes out.’8


Today, Siddhārtha is better known by his honorific – Buddha, or Awakened One – for he founded the great religion we now call Buddhism. The instructions outlined above open one of its foundational teachings, the Satipa[image: image][image: image]hāna sutta. Pa[image: image][image: image]hāna is a Pāli word meaning to set forth and establish something valuable, and a sutta is a teaching or aphorism. Hence, in this case, a state of mind known as sati is established through the Buddha’s teaching.


What, then, is sati? Like many words, it is polysemous – it has multiple meanings. Moreover, these varied meanings are not fixed; they have subtly shifted across time and space. Before the concept was harnessed by the Buddha, sati was associated with memory and recollection. However, he deployed it in a fascinating, new way to describe clear and calm awareness. Still, the link with recollection was subtly preserved, in that sati involves remembering to focus on ‘what is otherwise too easily forgotten: the present moment’.9


This state of mind was presented as central to the Buddhist path and achieving the ultimate aim of liberation from suffering. But, as mentioned above, what was especially revolutionary was that the Buddha developed or promulgated a number of techniques – now known collectively as meditation – to help cultivate the mental state of sati. Hence, the detailed instructions in the sutta. We shall explore these techniques further in Chapter 8, where we look at spirituality. However, sati merits an introduction here, as it is an exemplary form of calm contentment.


Indeed, the whole world is waking up to its power. For, as you might have guessed, sati is the basis for mindfulness, which has recently become almost ubiquitious in the West. Some critics have suggested that the term ‘mindfulness’ – which was how sati was rendered by the pioneering Buddhist scholar T.W. Rhys Davids in the early twentieth century10 – does not quite capture the true spirit of the original Pāli term. They argue that it seems a little too cognitive and cerebral and loses sati’s warm, affective qualities, such as compassion.11 After all, not all cultures rigidly differentiate emotion and thought as we do in English. Instead, they (and modern scientific research) regard them as inseparable.12 For instance, the Pāli (and Sanskrit) term citta means ‘heart–mind’, as do cognates in other Eastern languages.


Nevertheless, contemporary conceptualisations of mindfulness do still chime with the Buddha’s sutta. For instance, Jon Kabat-Zinn defines it as ‘the awareness that arises through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment’.13 He was pivotal in introducing mindfulness to the West when he launched his pioneering ‘Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction’ intervention in the late 1970s.14 Since then, empirical trials have consistently shown that this precious form of calm, relaxed awareness greatly benefits mental health.15


This Western embrace of sati shows the immense value of engaging with untranslatable words. And many other jewels await discovery.


Dhyāna


Intense, focused attention and absorption


Buddhism alone is festooned with such gems, and they are sprinkled liberally throughout this book. Partly this is due to my deep interest in this tradition, but it also reflects Buddhism’s wealth of relevant insights. In fact, we might mention another immediately. For, among its many riches, Buddhism has numerous concepts, in addition to sati, that describe states of calm contentment. However, these are not wholly synonymous; rather, each of them conveys subtle nuances of feeling.


Buddhist meditators – indeed, all contemplatives – are essentially highly skilled ‘psychonauts’. Through prolonged introspection, they explore the inner world in great depth, generating wonderfully detailed maps of their interior terrain. Some regions may be familiar to most people, irrespective of whether they practise meditation themselves. For instance, most of us have probably experienced some form of sati at one time or another.16 However, other areas are rather more remote and rarely visited. One such forbidding place is known in Sanskrit as dhyāna.


This is sometimes translated simply as ‘meditation’, but it tends to have far subtler definitions in Buddhist texts. Whereas sati is an open, expansive awareness, dhyāna is a profoundly concentrated act of attention in which one focuses solely on a contemplative target for extended periods of time. The target may be internal – such as one’s own breathing – or external, like a flickering candle flame. Once a practitioner has managed to achieve the requisite level of focus – which is no easy task – the result is a state of pure stillness. The mind becomes a deep lake, utterly undisturbed and crystal clear.


Yet remarkably, there are progressively deeper stages of dhyāna. Initially, one’s attention is wholly fixed on the meditative object to the exclusion of all other sensory information. This is said to induce a tranquil abiding which is extremely pleasurable, almost blissful. Gradually, though, the attentiveness becomes even more focused, until the practitioner finally reaches a point where the very experience of being a person ebbs away. All thoughts and feelings of oneself disappear in a process of radical self-transcendence, leaving just pure awareness. As they slip from view, the meditator enters increasingly profound states of equanimity and peace.


Collectively, the stages of dhyāna are known as samādhi, which is sometimes translated simply as ‘concentration’ or ‘one-pointed’ attention. However, these rather opaque terms fail to convey the deep significance of samādhi. Like dhyāna, it represents a state of deep, absorptive tranquillity that is pivotal to achieving the ultimate goal of liberation from suffering. This luminous goal itself goes by the name nirvā[image: image]a, which we shall explore further in the next chapter. First, though, we have many other forms of contentment to savour, beginning with a pearl from the deep wisdom of Taoism.


Wú wéi


Natural, spontaneous, effortless action


Imagine yourself walking along the pavement on a summer’s evening. A few steps ahead is a woman, evidently making her way home from work, holding a loose sheaf of papers. Suddenly, a sheet slips from her grasp and glides to the floor at your feet. You bend down to pick it up, jog to the woman’s side, and hand it back to her. She’s grateful for this mundane act of assistance.


Now let’s rewind to just before you reached down for the paper. The action was instinctive, effortless. There was no deliberation, no premeditation, no moral calculation. You didn’t weigh up the pros and cons of picking it up. You didn’t even think about it. It just happened, with easy, natural spontaneity. It was an example of wú wéi.


The term derives from Taoism, a Chinese philosophy and way of life whose origins lie in unrecorded antiquity. We shall draw upon its wisdom at numerous points throughout this book. Suffice to say here that it centres on the ineffable notion of the Tao. Introducing this idea – which we shall discuss in more depth in Chapter 7 – is rather daunting, for the Tao encompasses everything. It is not only the creative power which brought the universe into being but every aspect of that universe.17 Clearly, this cannot be encapsulated in one neat, simple definition. It smashes through all human concepts and limitations.


Nevertheless, Taoism’s central message is that we can either align ourselves with the Tao – the patterns and rhythms of life – or resist it. The former leads to contentment and peace, the latter to suffering and hardship. Taoism offers many metaphors for this process. For instance, imagine two sailors at sea: the skilled yachtsman works with the currents and harnesses the dynamic power of the wind, while the novice tries to fight against the tide and misreads the breeze. Or think of two butchers carving a piece of meat: one cleaves it effortlessly at the joints, while the other laboriously hacks straight through flesh and bone.


Extend these metaphors to your own life. On a good day, you feel the wind at your back, carried along by the currents. You tackle every task effortlessly, dealing with them as naturally as a leaf falling to the ground. This is wú wéi. The literal translation of the term is non-action or non-doing, but this does not imply inert passivity or immobility. Rather, it means that actions are accomplished without strain or struggle, without any attempt to challenge the immutable laws of the universe. Every action should be fluid and uncontrived, like bending down to pick up that piece of paper and hand it back to the owner. The correct path is taken effortlessly. We are in sync with the rhythms of the universe, with the unique requirements of each specific moment in time.


Life feels like this when we are at our best. We are perfectly content because there is no fighting against the world. It’s just us and life aligned in harmony and unfolding in synchrony. Which brings us to zanshin.


Zanshin


Relaxed mental alertness


One of the most famous poems in English literature – Rudyard Kipling’s ‘If’ – begins with the timeless lines: ‘If you can keep your head while all about you / Are losing theirs …’ His suggestion is that imperturbability is integral to a noble character, and indeed a happy life. Perhaps you’ve experienced such moments on occasions, where you are a still, clear point of calm amidst a whirling storm. Pausing quietly in a frantic train station, say, while frenzied commuters dash by relentlessly. Stepping back momentarily from a drunken dancefloor, and marvelling in detachment at the Dionysan energy. Standing tall near a pack of kids who are scooting around with riotous delight. It can certainly be gratifying, or at least stabilising, to retain one’s composure when everyone else descends into chaos. But can such comportment be cultivated?
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