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Foreword

			When I was first asked to write a foreword for my father’s book, “Pleasure: A Creative Approach to Life,” I thought it would be easy. After all, the book was dedicated to me, and the pets in the house; the dogs, cat, and parrot. Being raised by, and growing up with Alexander and Leslie Lowen, I understand Bioenergetics intuitively, and intellectually. It is suffused in my being. Anyone who knew Al Lowen knows that he practiced what he preached. He lived a “bioenergetic” life, and it rubbed off on me.

				Yet, thinking through the subject, pleasure, I found it difficult to write. Not only is it principally subjective, it is so much more subtle than other feeling states, like fear, depression, anxiety, or joy; and, pleasure is experienced in so many ways: obviously in sex, success, and recreation for most people, but also in work, eating, and creativity; complicated further by the fact that what is pleasurable to some, is painful to others.

				In truth, I also find it difficult to write because I am no expert on “pleasure,” academically or personally. Although I feel I have had my share of pleasure in my life, I often find it elusive, and at times challenging. Like most of us, I experience a high degree of pleasure in exciting recreational physical activities, skiing and sailing for example. Also, sexual activity is often a reliable source of pleasure, as are varieties of social interactions. Of course, if the conditions, circumstances, or relationships are poor, pain results, not pleasure. 

				More subtly, excitement is not necessary to experience pleasure. Reading a book, watching a video or movie, working in the garden, or playing with children or pets, enjoying good food, the company of friends, music, art, dance and theatre are all sources of pleasure for people.

				Also subtle, is the pleasure derived from work. Unfortunately, most people derive little pleasure from their jobs. On the other hand, for many, career and work is a great source of pleasure. It is not simple to understand the nature of their experience of that feeling state. The “pleasure” people gain from their work may be healthy if it is integrated into a whole life, balanced by other pursuits. But if work dominates one’s life, it is an addiction: a substitution of a seeming pleasure for life’s real pleasures, while degrading one’s real pleasures as an attempt to avoid a painful or feared reality.

				Another source of pleasure is derived from achievement, success, fame, and/or the acquisition of wealth, status, or influence and power. Clearly different from the excitement of physical activity, or the viscerally calming and pleasing creative activities of play and work, the pleasure associated with status or wealth is an ego-gratification. Unlike other sources of pleasure originating from the body, the pleasure from success, winning, and acquisition is derived from the realm of ideas and ideals of the mind. It may have a bodily affect, like when one receives a big promotion creating bodily excitement. Conversely, a severe drop in one’s financial fortunes may cause fear, anxiety, irritability and sleeplessness, even without any actual impact on one’s lifestyle.

				Everyone knows what “pleasure” is. It is like happiness, and fun, and creativity. It is familiar, like an old worn shirt, comfortable and unremarkable. Pleasure is something we all feel we know about, like sex and breathing, but in fact, we know very little. As familiar as we are with pleasure, and as much as we like the idea of pleasure, in reality too many people’s lives are governed by power, not pleasure. I found pleasure was not an easy subject to capture! I had to re-read the book!

				If asked “what is the opposite of pleasure?”…I suspect most would answer that pain is the opposite of pleasure. However, Alexander Lowen shows that power is the anti-thesis of pleasure. Pain, like pleasure, is a feeling state in the spectrum between agony and ecstasy. Except for relatively few unfortunate individuals, no one seeks out pain unless it serves to gain pleasure or power in the future.

				Most people are motivated to seek pleasure, and/or acquire power, or protection from power. If the seeking and acquisition of power and wealth enhances’ one’s self, expanding one’s freedom and security, power and wealth may be used constructively and creatively. If on the other hand, power, wealth and status are substitutes for one’s self, that is, if one is identified with one’s power, wealth, and status, then it serves only to enable one to stand out in the crowd as a “mass individual,” not a true individual standing apart from the crowd. 

				While pleasure and power are not necessarily mutually exclusive, for those who substitute the pursuit of power for the pursuit of pleasure and happiness, Lowen shows how and why pleasure is so elusive, and why there is so much more power and pain than pleasure in this 21st Century.

				When power is substituted for pleasure, and the ego replaces the self, power and wealth become destructive. The pleasure derived from one’s power and wealth is an ego gratification, a “sugar high” evaporating like a dream. Unlasting and unfulfilling, the acquisition and exercise of power is repeated over and over again as a futile attempt to compensate for insecurity, emptiness of self, and proof of superiority….all driven by a lack of pleasure.

				In the current state of affairs, where power and money have become ends in themselves, and despite unprecedented power and wealth, yet never enough for many individuals, social and environmental insecurity and stress are also unprecedented. In my mind, this is evidence that the extremely powerful and wealthy leaders of business and government have substituted ego, power, and ego-gratification for self, self-expression, and pleasure. A condition commonly known as “greed,” it imperils us all.

				I am proud that my father’s book continues to be relevant and fresh after more than 40 years in publication. With its focus on the human body and psychology, it is timeless and classic. The work of my father’s mentor Wilhelm Reich, and the work of my father have not been fully explored and utilized. Even in the field of neurophysiology, where great knowledge has been gained in just the past few years, Reich and Lowen recognized decades ago the association of the sympathetic autonomic system with contraction, and the parasympathetic system with expansion….fundamental to the pulsatory nature of life, yet unrecognized even today.

				A practical problem solver and psychiatrist, Al Lowen’s “Pleasure: A Creative Approach to Life” offers understanding, exercise, and clinical examples to enable one to learn the factors that restrict and obstruct one’s capacity for pleasure, how to expand one’s experience of pleasure, and gain more of one’s self for oneself. It is through the feeling connection with one’s body that one’s self is found. It is the connection with the body that aligns the ego with the unconscious, the autonomic body functions, nature and all living things. It is the source for limitless creativity beyond imagination, where, in the words of the song, there are no problems, only solutions.

				In contrast, if the self is identified with the ego, motivated by fears and desires it doesn’t understand, and limited in it’s narrow conscious awareness, it is capable only of seeking the recognition of others by any means available, often life-negating, destructive, and exploitive…not constructive, creative, and life enhancing.

				From you the reader, and the therapist helping people, to the student of psychology, sociology, and/or political science, this study covers the subject of pleasure and creativity to help you, an individual, to live more freely and feel more fully; and, to help you, me, and we to live together with greater alignment, and less conflict, greed, and psychologically challenged leaders.

				It is fascinating and counter-intuitive, but you cannot study pleasure without learning about power.

				I believe you will enjoy my father’s work “Pleasure: A Creative Approach to Life.” It is indeed a pleasure to read!

			Frederic Lowen

			September, 2012

			Vermont, USA

		

		
		


		
			
PREFACE

					But ye, unfallen sons of heavenly duty,

					Rejoice ye in the rich and living beauty:

					The ceaseless flux which living works and flows

					Envelope ye in bonds of love and grace;

					And what in shifting seeming wavering shows,

					Hold fast to it in thought’s secure embrace.

								The Lord’s words in Goethe’s Faust1

			Pleasure is not within the province of man to command or control.  It is, in Goethe’s opinion, God’s gift to those who are identified with life and rejoice in its splendor and beauty.  In turn, life endows them with love and grace.  But God admonishes them, his unfallen sons and true believers: Though pleasure is ephemeral and insubstantial, hold fast to it in your mind, for it contains the meaning of life.

				For most human beings, however, pleasure is a word that evokes mixed feelings.  On one hand, it is associated in our minds with the idea of “good.” Pleasurable sensations feel good, food that gives us pleasure tastes good, and a book that is a pleasure to read is said to be a good book.  Yet most people would regard a life devoted to pleasure as a waste.  Our positive reaction to the word is often hedged with misgivings.  We fear that pleasure can lead a person into dangerous paths, make him forget his duties and obligations, and even corrupt his spirit if it is not controlled.  To some people it has a lascivious connotation.  Pleasure, especially carnal pleasure, has always been considered the main temptation of the devil.  The Calvinists regarded most pleasures as sinful.

				Each person in our culture shares these misgivings about pleasure.  Modern culture is more ego-oriented than body-oriented, with the result that power has become the primary value, while pleasure is reduced to the position of a secondary value.  Modern man’s ambition is to master the world and command the self.  At the same time, he is never free from the fear that this cannot be done, nor from the doubt whether it would be to his good if it could.  Since pleasure, however, is the sustaining and creative force in his personality, his hope (or illusion) is that the achievement of these objectives will make a life of pleasure possible.  Thus, he is driven by his ego to pursue goals which promise pleasure but demand a denial of pleasure.  The situation of modern man is similar to that of Faust, who sold his soul to Mephistopheles for a promise that could not be redeemed.  Though the promise of pleasure is the temptation of the devil, pleasure itself is not within the devil’s power to give.

				The Faustian story is no less significant today than it was in Goethe’s time.  As Bertram Jessup points out in the preface to his translation of Faust,2 “Between the magic of the sixteenth century and the science of the twentieth there is no break in aspiration or intention to dominate and control life.  If anything its significance has greatly increased with the decline of the moral authority of an omnipotent God.” Elias Canetti says, “Man has stolen his own God.”3  He has gained the power to doom and destroy, a power that was formerly the prerogative of a punishing Deity.  With seemingly unlimited power and without a restraining force, what will prevent man from destroying himself?

				We must realize that we are all, like Dr. Faust, ready to accept the devil’s inducements.  The devil is in each one of us in the form of an ego that promises the fulfillment of desire on condition that we become subservient to its striving to dominate.  The domination of the personality by the ego is a diabolical perversion of the nature of man.  The ego was never intended to be the master of the body, but its loyal and obedient servant.  The body, as opposed to the ego, desires pleasure, not power.  Bodily pleasure is the source from which all our good feelings and good thinking stems.  If the bodily pleasure of an individual is destroyed, he becomes an angry, frustrated, and hateful person.  His thinking becomes distorted, and his creative potential is lost.  He develops self-destructive attitudes.

				Pleasure is the creative force in life.  It is the only force strong enough to oppose the potential destructiveness of power.  Many people believe that this role belongs to love.  But if love is to be more than a word, it must rest on the experience of pleasure.  In this book I shall show how the experience of pleasure or pain determines our emotions, our thinking, and our behavior.  I will discuss the psychology and the biology of pleasure and explore its roots in the body, in nature, and in the universe.  We will then understand that pleasure is the key to a creative life.


Notes


			1.	Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, trans. By Bertram

				Jessup. New York, The Philosophical Library, 1958,  p.23.  

			2.	Ibid., p.7.

			3.	Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power.  New York, The Viking Press, 1963, p.468.

		

		


		
			
1 The Psychology of Pleasure


			
The Morality of Fun


			To the casual observer, it would seem that America is a land of pleasure.  Its people seem intent upon having a good time.  They spend much of their leisure time and money in the pursuit of pleasure.  Their advertising reflects and exploits this preoccupation.  Almost every product and service is sold with the promise that it will transform the routine of living into fun.  A new detergent makes dishwashing fun, a new processed food makes meals easy to prepare, and a new car is supposed to make driving along our crowded highways fun.  If these products of our technology fail to provide the pleasure they promise, one is exhorted to jet away to some distant place of enchantment where everyone has fun.

				The question naturally arises: Do Americans really enjoy their lives?  Most serious observers of the current scene believe that the answer is no.  They feel that the obsession with fun betrays an absence of pleasure.4  Norman M. Lobsenz published a study in 1960 of the American pursuit of good times under the title, Is Anybody Happy?  Lobsenz did not find any happy people, and in his conclusion he wondered if man could achieve happiness.  What he did find was that “behind the mask of gaiety hides a growing incapacity for true pleasure.”5   What he observed was America’s new morality of fun, which he described as follows: “The important thing nowadays is to have fun, or look as if you are having fun, or to think you are having fun or at least to make believe you are having fun.  The man who is not having fun is suspect.”6

				He is suspected of being a heretic and a traitor to this new moral code.  If he makes an effort to be one of the merrymakers but fails, the others will be sorry for him.  Poor Joe!  But if he finds the proceedings dull and boring, he had better offer a polite excuse and leave the group.  He dare not expose the self-deception, and his presence in a sober and critical mood might do just that.  He realizes that he has no right to destroy the illusions and break up the games people play with each other in the name of fun.  If one is part of a crowd by choice or invitation, one cannot attack its values.

				The morality of fun represents an attempt to recapture the pleasures of childhood by pretending.  Much of children’s play, especially that which imitates the activities of adults, contains the attitude, stated or implied, of “Let’s pretend.” The pretense may be that mud patties are real pies or that Johnny is a doctor.  This pretense is necessary, because it enables a child to commit himself wholeheartedly to the play activity.  The adult who joins children at their play must also accept their make-believe situations as real; otherwise he remains an outsider.  Without make-believe, children could not make a serious commitment to their activity, and without such a commitment, there would be no pleasure.

				The adult who participates in the “make-believe of having fun” reverses this process.  He engages in such serious activities as drinking and sex with the attitude that he does so for fun.  He tries to transform the serious affairs of life, like earning a living and raising a family, into fun.  Of course he doesn’t succeed.  In the first place, these are activities which carry important responsibilities; and in the second place, the serious commitment which is so characteristic of children’s play is avoided.  The morality of fun seems designed specifically to prevent this commitment.  If it’s for fun, one need not be committed.

				One of the main premises of this study is that a total commitment to what one is doing is the basic condition of pleasure.  A partial commitment leaves one divided and in conflict.  Children have the ability to commit themselves completely to their games and play activities.  When a child says that his play was fun, he doesn’t mean it was funny.  He means that by virtue of a make-believe situation he entered wholeheartedly into a play activity from which he derived a great deal of pleasure through self-expression.

				It is widely recognized that in their games and play children manifest the creative impulse at work in the human personality.  Often a high degree of imagination is involved in these activities.  The ease with which a child can pretend or make believe indicates that his world is largely an inner one containing a rich store of feelings upon which he can draw.  Because he is relatively free from responsibilities and pressures, his imagination can transform his surroundings into a fairy world that offers unlimited opportunities for creative self-expression and pleasure.

				Creativity in adults arises from the same sources and has the same motivations as the creative play of children.  It stems from the desire for pleasure and the need for self-expression.  It is marked by the same serious attitude that characterizes children’s play.  And like children’s play, it is productive of pleasure.  There is even an element of fun in the creative process, for all creativity starts with a make-believe–that is, it requires the suspension of what is known about external reality in order to allow the new and unexpected to emerge from the imagination.  In this respect every creative individual is like a child.

				Adults can and do engage in the same pretending and make-believe as children, though with less ease.  Their imagination can transform the appearance of things for the purpose of play or work.  For example, a woman will, in her imagination, redecorate a room in her home and find considerable pleasure in this use of her creative talent.  She may also describe this use of her creative talent as fun.  Of course, when it comes down to making actual changes, the element of fun decreases as the consequences become more serious.  It may and often does become work, but it can still be pleasurable.  When both play and work involve the creative imagination and are pleasurable experiences, the difference between them is in the importance of the consequences.  Adults can have fun when their activities are divorced from serious consequences and undertaken with the attitude “Let’s pretend.”  Thus, a clown is funny when one can participate in the make-believe that he is serious.  It would not be funny if he were serious.  All humor is based on the capacity to suspend external reality to allow the imagination free play.

				It is fun when reality is suspended in one’s conscious imagination only and with a pleasurable effect.  It is no fun when the pleasure disappears, as any child will tell you.  Whatever the make-believe, a child remains in touch with his feelings and is aware of his body.  This inner reality is never suspended: Should a child become hungry, get hurt, or for any reason lose his pleasure, the game is over for him.  He does not engage in self-deception.  This inner reality is never ignored by a child in his play; it is only the external appearance of things that is transformed in his imagination.

				The denial of inner reality is a form of mental illness.  The difference between imagination and illusion, between creative make-believe and self-deception, depends on the ability to remain true to one’s inner reality, to know who one is and what one feels.  It is the same difference that distinguishes fun as pleasure from so-called fun as an escape from life.

				In my imagination I can picture myself as a great scientist, an intrepid explorer, or a gifted artist.  But I trust that I have no illusions about these mental images.  My imagination can explore the possibilities of becoming; my perceptions must confirm the facts of my existence.  My thoughts may wander; my feet must stay on the ground.  Only if a person is secure in his identity and rooted in the reality of his body is it fun to make believe.  Without an adequate sense of self, the make-believe of fantasy becomes the delusion of paranoia, and that is no fun.

				One reason for the lack of pleasure in our lives is that we try to make fun out of the things that are serious, while we are serious about those activities that should be fun.  A ball game or a card game is an activity that does not ordinarily entail serious consequences; it could be played for fun, but people take these activities as seriously as if life or death depended on the outcome.  It is not that they play seriously, for children play seriously, too; it is rather the seriousness with which they regard the outcome that dispels the pleasure. (How much pleasure is lost in a golf game because the score didn’t measure up to expectations!) On the other hand, activities that are truly serious, like sex, the use of drugs and fast driving, are often engaged in for “kicks.”

				The current preoccupation with fun is a reaction to the grimness of life.  This explains why New York, which may justifiably be described as the grimmest of cities, parades itself as the “Fun City.”  The search for fun stems from a need to escape from problems, conflicts, and feelings that seem intolerable and overwhelming.  That is why fun for adults is associated so strongly with alcohol.  For many people the idea of fun is to get high or drunk or escape their oppressive sense of emptiness and boredom through drugs.  The use of LSD is called “taking a trip,” which reveals its close connection with the idea of getting away.  The drug user changes his inner reality, while the external situation remains the same.  The child, as we saw, transforms his image of the outer world while retaining the reality of his inner experience.

				The concept of fun as escape is related to the idea of the escapade.  An escapade is a rejection of social reality, the reality of another person’s property, feelings, or even life.  An illicit drinking party, a ride in a stolen car, vandalism-all fall into the category of escapades which give the participant the illusion that he is having fun.  The consequence of an escapade is often quite serious and its aftermath rarely pleasurable.  Young people often engage in escapades to vent their resentments against a reality that has curbed their imaginations and limited their pleasure.  When escapades are really innocent, that is, when they pose no dangers and are not destructive, they are part of the fun of teenage years and serve to bridge the period between childhood and adulthood.  When, however, this is not the case, the escapade loses its character of fun and becomes a desperate move to escape reality.

				The search for fun by adults undermines their capacity for pleasure.  Pleasure demands a serious attitude toward life, a commitment to one’s existence and work.  It may be viewed as the business of life, whether one is playing as a child or working as an adult.  An escapade, regardless of its apparent fun, must end in pain, as do all attempts to escape the commitment to life.

				Sandor Rado remarked that “pleasure is the tie that binds.”  To me this means that pleasure binds us to our bodies, to reality, to our friends, and to our work.  If a person has pleasure his daily life, he will have no desire to escape.  

				The morality of fun replaces the Puritan morality that governed the behavior of many Americans for several centuries.  Puritanism was a strict creed that discouraged any frivolities.  For example, card playing and dancing were prohibited.  The manner of dress and the forms of address were severe.  A Puritan was committed to the business of the Lord, which in practice meant being productive.  But while it was easy to raise children, it was much harder to raise crops.  Life was not easy for the Pilgrims and their descendants.  Their struggle for survival left little time for fun or make-believe.  Yet it would be a mistake to think that the Puritan way of life was devoid of pleasure.  Their pleasures, however, were simple; they consisted of the good feelings one has when one’s life flows smoothly and in harmony with the environment.  The quiet charm of a New England village, still appreciated today, bears testimony to the pleasures they knew.

				Many forces contributed to the breakdown of this morality.  The immigrants from eastern Europe and the Mediterranean countries brought more color and new tastes to the American scene.  Industry brought an affluence that slowly enlarged the Puritan view.  And science with its handmaiden, technology, changed the concept of productivity from a personal expression to a mechanical process.  The result has been a loss of those moral principles that in the past gave meaning to the Puritan ethic.

				Reactions go to extremes.  Today the morality of fun is based on the belief that “anything goes.” To the believers in this proposition, the person who holds back is a renegade or traitor.  He not only dampens their enthusiasm, he casts doubt on their basic assumption.  On the other hand, the Puritans regarded the funlover with similar suspicion, but as a follower of the devil.  The devil, they say, has all the fun, and there is, obviously, a place for the devil and his deviltry in our lives.  Real fun adds greatly to the joy of living.  But if we are to avoid becoming devils, we must not adopt the fun morality of “anything goes” as a code of behavior.

				We have seen that pleasure is an essential ingredient of fun but that not everything that passes for fun is pleasurable.  Happiness is also related to pleasure.  In the following section we will explore the meaning of happiness and its relationship to pleasure.

			The Dream of Happiness

				Childhood has universally been regarded as the happiest time of one’s life.  Children, however, are not conscious of being happy.  If you asked a child, “Are you happy?” he would be at a loss for an answer.  I doubt very much that he would know the meaning of the word.  He could very well tell you if he was having fun or not.  Adults tend to see their early years as happy ones because in retrospect they appear cloudless, free from the worries and problems that plague maturity.  But the past, like the future, is only a dream.  Only the present has perceptual reality.

				Is happiness a dream of the past or the future?  Is it only a dream, or does it have a present reality?  Are there people who are truly happy?  These are questions I cannot honestly answer.  A dedicated individual who has consecrated his life to a higher purpose may have this feeling.  A nun, for example, doing God’s work faithfully as she sees it, could consciously say, “I am happy.”  In many ways, however, her life parallels that of a child.  Under the care of a mother superior, she has none of the responsibilities that fall upon the mature person in the world.  Her consecration may remove all personal anxieties and leave her mind free to contemplate the majesty of her Lord.  But her situation is unique and contains elements of unreality when compared with that of the average woman.

				Confucius is reported to have said that he could not be happy as long as one person was suffering.  One suffering individual was a cloud in his sky that would mar the bliss of perfection.  If perfection is the criterion of happiness, then happiness is a dream that cannot be fully realized.  It can, however, be the object of our striving, for we all seek perfection even when we recognize it as an unattainable ideal.  The Declaration of Independence guarantees to all men the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  It wisely refrains from assuring each man that they are more than legitimate goals.

				I have heard people exclaim, “I am so happy,” when some fortunate event has befallen them.  And I have no doubt that the exclamation was genuine.  The termination of the Vietnam war  would make many people happy.  For how long?  For as long as the mood of euphoria following such an event would last.  I remember the jubilation that resulted from the ending of World War II.  For a day or two, or in some cases longer, people’s spirits soared as the oppressive burden of this struggle was lifted from their shoulders and the weight of tragedy was removed from their hearts.  Within a very short time, however, other struggles consumed their energies and other cares weighed their hearts.  Their happiness was real but short-lived.

				An Oriental monarch once remarked, “For more than thirty years I have done whatever I wanted, I have indulged my fancy freely, yet I cannot say that in all those years I experienced more than one or two moments of happiness.”  If a powerful ruler cannot achieve a state of happiness, how difficult must it be for an average person?  I would not, however, agree with Loblenz that man was not meant to be happy.  I don’t know what he was meant to be.  I would conclude that happiness is a feeling that arises in special situations and that it disappears when the situation changes.

				The return of a son from war is a happy occasion for a mother.  Prior to this event she will often remark, “How happy I will be when John comes home.”  His homecoming will fill her temporarily with a feeling of happiness, and she will then say, “I am so happy.”  What she means, however, is, “I am so happy that John is back.”  She may at the same time be very unhappy because another son is still fighting, or her husband may be ill, or…Her feeling of happiness is related to a special situation and is not a reflection of her total life.

				If someone said today, “I am happy,” it would be appropriate to ask, “What are you happy about?  Did you win the lottery?”  We take it for granted that a person must be happy about something.  We are not so naive as to believe that one can be happy for no reason.  The reason will always be the avoidance of a tragedy or the gain of some fortune, monetary or otherwise.  It is a valid reason if it has the power to transport the individual, momentarily at least.

				The feeling of happiness arises when one is transported beyond one’s self or taken out of one’s self.  This is clear if we consider the happiness of the lover.  The lover walks on a cloud, as it were; his feet do not seem to touch the ground.  He is not only out of himself, he is also out of this world.  For the time being the mundane world drops away or is shed like the cocoon of the butterfly.  He feels released from all ego concerns, and it is this release that is the basis for his feeling of happiness.

				The idea of release implies a prior confinement, which is to say that happiness is the release from a state of unhappiness.  If some special situation makes us unhappy, the reversal of that situation will be experienced as happiness.  Since we are unhappy about the war in Vietnam, we will be happy when that war terminates.  The person who is unhappy about his financial condition would be happy if he learned that he had inherited a considerable sum of money.  If the pursuit of happiness is a universal undertaking, this must mean that most human beings are troubled by cares that weigh heavily upon their spirits.  They are also capable of imagining a future in which these cares are gone.  This picture is their dream of happiness.  Without a dream, it is impossible to know happiness.

				When an unhappy situation changes it is like a dream come true, and the euphoric mood that develops has some similarity to the dream state.  One has difficulty in fully believing that it is true, it feels so much like a dream.  When the sense of happiness is very intense, a person may say, “I can’t believe it’s true; it must be a dream.”  The mind, overwhelmed by the flood of excitation, loses its normal hold of reality.  “Let me touch you again,” says the overjoyed mother, “I can’t believe you are real.”  Or one may pinch oneself to confirm one’s wakefulness.  And like a dream, happiness also fades away, leaving only a memory.  The euphoric mood is quickly dispelled as the demands and problems of daily living assert their dominance in the mind.

				Happiness and fun belong to the category of transcendental experiences.  In both there is a suspension of the ordinary reality of a person’s life.  In each the spirit is released with a feeling of joy at its liberation.  Unfortunately, all transcendental experiences are limited in time.  The spirit does not and cannot stay free.  It returns to the body, its physical abode, and to the prison of the self, where it comes again under the hegemony of the ego and its reality orientation.

				We all sense that life should be more than a struggle for survival, that it should be a joyous experience, and that people are imbued with love.  But when love and joy are missing from our life, we dream of happiness and run after fun.  We fail to realize that the foundation for a joyful life is the pleasure we feel in our bodies, and that without this bodily pleasure of aliveness, living becomes the grim necessity of survival from which the threat of tragedy is never absent.

			
The Nature of Pleasure


				Underlying any experience of true fun or happiness is a bodily sensation of pleasure.  To be fun an activity must be pleasurable.  If it were painful, it would be hard to describe it as fun.  Because pleasure is missing the make-believe of fun is a grim charade.  The same thing is true of happiness.  Without the feeling of pleasure, happiness is only an illusion.  True fun and real happiness derive their meaning from the pleasure one feels in the situation.  But it is not necessary to have fun or to be happy to experience pleasure.  One can have pleasure in the ordinary circumstances of life, for pleasure is a mode of being.  A person is in a state of pleasure when the movements of his body flow freely, rhythmically, and in harmony with his surroundings.  I shall illustrate this concept with several examples.

				Work is not ordinarily considered an occasion for fun or a reason to be happy, yet as everyone knows, it can be a source of pleasure.  This depends, of course, on the conditions of the work situation and the attitude one has toward the task.  I have known many people who found pleasure in their work, but not one of them would have said that it was fun or that it made him happy.  Work is serious; it requires a certain discipline and a commitment to the activity.  It aims at a desired result toward which one works, and it differs thereby from play, in which one can be indifferent to the outcome.  But work can be a pleasure when the demands of a job freely and equitably engage the energies of an individual.  No person can enjoy an activity to which he is constrained by an outside force or one that requires a greater expenditure of energy than he is capable of making.  If, then, the work situation is voluntarily accepted, he will experience pleasure to the degree that his energies flow easily and rhythmically into the work activity.  And quite apart from the satisfaction he will derive from his accomplishment, he will have a distinct feeling of pleasure in the rhythmic response of his body.

				Watch a good carpenter at work, and you can sense the pleasure he feels in the coordinated movements of his body.  He seems to work effortlessly because his motions are so easy and smooth.  If, on the contrary, his movements were awkward and poorly coordinated, it would be difficult to see how he could enjoy his work or be a good carpenter.  It is unimportant whether we say that a man is a good worker because he has pleasure in his job or that he enjoys his work because he is good at it. The two are clearly related.  The pleasure he feels in his body attaches itself to the product which reflects his pleasure in its quality of being good.

				For the same reason, some women enjoy housework; even doing such chores as cleaning and dusting can be pleasurable to them.  The woman who finds pleasure in cleaning actually enjoys the physical work involved.  She gives herself to the task graciously, and her movements are relaxed and rhythmical.  On the other hand, the woman who rushes through a chore or does it mechanically may achieve a positive result, but it will not be a pleasant experience for her.  This is equally true for every other aspect of running a home.  The pleasure of cooking is in the ease with which one does it, and this depends on one’s identification with the activity.  When one is identified with an activity, one flows out to it freely and spontaneously.  The pleasure is this flow of feeling.

				Conversation, to take another example, is one of the common pleasures of life, but not all conversation is pleasurable.  The stutterer finds talking painful, and the listener is equally pained.  Persons who are inhibited in expressing feeling are not good conversationalists.  Nothing is more boring than to listen to a person talk in a monotone without feeling.  We enjoy a conversation when there is a communication of feeling.  We have pleasure in expressing our feelings, and we respond pleasurably to another person’s expression of feeling.  The voice, like the body, is a medium through which feeling flows, and when this flow occurs in an easy and rhythmic manner, it is a pleasure both to the speaker and listener.

				Because pleasure is an outward flow of feeling in response to the environment, we generally attribute it to the object or situation that provokes this response.  Thus people think of pleasure in terms of entertainment, having sexual relations, going to a restaurant, or engaging in some sport.  Certainly there is pleasure in situations that stimulate the flow of feeling, but a view of pleasure that identifies it with the situation is limited an unrealistic.  An entertainment is pleasurable only when one is in the mood to be entertained; it may actually be painful when one wishes to be quiet.  And few situations are more distressing or painful than a sexual relationship in which the feeling fails to develop or flow.  Even a gourmet meal is no delight to the person whose taste runs to simple food.  Similarly, while poor conditions of work may take the pleasure out of a work activity, good conditions do not necessarily make work pleasurable.

				To understand the nature of pleasure, we should contrast it with pain.  Both describe the quality of an individual’s response to situations.  When this response is positive and feeling flows outward, he will speak of having pleasure.  When the response is negative and there is no rhythmic flow of feeling, he will describe the situation as unpleasant or painful.  But since the experience of pleasure or pain is determined by what happens in the body, any inner disturbance that blocks the flow of feeling will give rise to an experience of pain, regardless of the appeal of the external situation.

				Pleasure and pain have a polar relationship, which is exemplified by the fact that the release from pain is invariably experienced as pleasure.  And for the same reason, a loss of pleasure leaves one in a painful state.  But because we associate pleasure with specific situations and pain with specific hurts, we do not realize that our conscious self-perception is always conditioned by these feelings.  A normal individual is never without some awareness of the state of his body.  In response to the question “How are you?” he will answer, “I feel fine, poorly, good, or bad.”  If he should say, “I feel nothing,” it would be an admission of spiritual death.  During all waking hours our feelings fluctuate along the pleasure-pain axis.

				There are, however, other differences between pain and pleasure.  Pain seems to have a substantial quality.  Its severity is often directly related to the intensity of the noxious agent. A second-degree burn is invariably more painful than a first-degree burn.  Pain is fairly consistent in that a given painful stimulus generally affects most people alike.  While people have different thresholds to pain, very few would disagree as to the nature or effect of pain.  Pain also tends to be localized, because the body contains specific pain receptors and nerves which serve to locate the source of the pain.  If these nerves are blocked by an anesthetic agent, the pain disappears.

				In contrast, pleasure seems to be insubstantial.  If a good steak can excite our appetites, two good steaks can give us indigestion.  It often happens that a dinner we enjoyed yesterday is unexciting when served again today.  Pleasure depends greatly on one’s mood.  It is as difficult to enjoy a thing of beauty when one is depressed as it is to smell a rose when one has a cold.  But a good mood, while indispensable to enjoyment, is no guarantee of pleasure.  On too many occasions I have gone to the theater and cinema with keen anticipation and high spirits, only to emerge deflated and disappointed.  Pleasure requires a concurrence between the inner state and the outer situation.

				The differences in our reactions to pain and pleasure can be explained, in part at least, by the fact that pain is a danger signal.  It denotes a threat to the integrity of the organism and calls forth a mobilization of conscious resources on an emergency basis.  All the senses are alerted, and the musculature is tensed and ready for action.  To meet the threat the exact location of the danger must be known, its intensity gauged, and all other activities suspended until safety is assured.

				Pleasure has a large unconscious component, which accounts for its spontaneous character.  It is not subject to command.  It may appear in the most unexpected places: a flower that grows by the wayside, a conversation with a stranger, or an unwelcome social evening that turns out to be a delightful soiree.  On the other hand, it may elude the most extensive preparations for a good time.  In fact, the harder one looks for it, the less likely one is to find it.  And if having found pleasure one grasps it too greedily, it disappears in one’s grip.  Robert Burns wrote:

						But pleasures are like poppies spread, 

						You seize the flow’r, its bloom is shed.  

				In pleasure the will recedes and the ego surrenders its hegemony over the body.  Like the listener at a concert who closes his eyes and lets himself be absorbed in the music, the person experiencing pleasure allows the sensation to dominate his being.  The flow of feeling takes precedence over deliberation and volition.  Pleasure cannot be possessed.  One must give one’s self over to the pleasure, that is, allow the pleasure to take possession of one’s being.

				Whereas the response of pain involves a heightening of self-consciousness, the response of pleasure entails and demands a decrease of self-consciousness.  Pleasure eludes the self-conscious individual, as it is denied to the egotist.  To have pleasure one has to “let go,” that is, allow the body to respond freely.  A person who is inhibited cannot easily experience pleasure because unconscious restraints restrict the flow of feeling in his body and block his natural bodily motility.  In consequence, his movements are awkward and unrhythmical.  The egotist, even though he seems to act without inhibitions, does not enjoy his exhibitionism, since all his attention and energies are focused upon the image he hopes to present.  His behavior is dominated by his ego and is geared to the attainment of power, not the experience of pleasure.

			The Creative Process

				In this study I shall show that pleasure provides the motivation and the energy for a creative approach to life.  Every creative act begins with a pleasurable excitation, goes through a phase of travail, and culminates in the joy of expression.  The initial excitation is due to an inspiration.  Something enters the person and takes possession of his spirit: a new vision, a new idea, an exciting substance, or a sperm which fertilizes an egg to start a new life.  This produces a conception, which is then slowly given form and substance by the working through of the idea or vision.  The completion of the creation is marked by the discharge of all tension, a sense of deep satisfaction, a feeling of fulfillment, and the joy of release.  From start to finish the whole creative process is motivated by the striving for pleasure.

				Not only does pleasure provide the motive force for the creative process, it is also the product of that process.  A creative expression is a new way of experiencing the world.  It introduces a new excitement and offers a new channel for self-expression.  It literally creates a new pleasure, one that did not exist before, for all those who can share the vision of the new conception.

				We generally think of creativity in terms of the production of a work of art which in its dynamic aspects parallels the basic creative act of life, the conception and birth of a child.  We ordinarily assume, therefore, that creativity involves the transformation of a conception into an object, but it should be recognized that not every creative action is embodied in a material object.  The minstrel or folk singer of yore created songs and poems that existed only in imagination and memory.  The same is also true of dancers, prophets, and mathematicians, whose creativity consists of a new movement, a new insight, a new vision of relationships.  The creative act may be defined as any form of expression that adds new pleasure and meaning to life.

				No two experiences in life are the same, and no two pleasures are identical.  Every pleasure is in a sense a new pleasure.  It follows, therefore, that any action or any process that increases pleasure or adds to the enjoyment of life is part of the creative process.  This concept broadens the scope of creative actions to include the myriad expressions of living organisms that promote pleasure and joy.  The right word at the right time is a creative act.  But even such simple things as a well-prepared meal, a new decor in a home, or a social evening can be creative expressions if they add pleasure to one’s life.  In this broad sense, every act of a person can be an opportunity for creative expression.

				Pleasure and creativity are dialectically related.  Without pleasure, there can be no creativity.  Without a creative attitude to life, there will be no pleasure.  This dialectic stems from the fact that both are positive aspects of life.  An alive person is sensitive and creative.  Through his sensitivity he is attuned to pleasure, and through his creative drive he seeks its realization.  Pleasure in living encourages creativity and expansiveness, and creativity adds to the pleasure and joy of living.

			
Notes

			4.	Lewis Mumford notes, “Compulsive play is the only acceptable alternative to compulsive work.”  Norman M. Lobsenz. Is Anybody Happy?.  Garden City Doubleday & Company, 1960, p.75.  

			5. 	Ibid., p.19.

			6.	Ibid., p.15.

		


		
			
2 The Pleasure of Being Fully Alive


			Breathing, Movement, and Feeling

			Every person has experienced sometime in his life the sheer pleasure that attends the recovery from an illness or accident.  On the first day that normal health is restored one senses with keen delight the joy of being alive.  How exhilarating it is to breathe deeply!  How exciting it is to move easily and freely!  The loss of health makes a person aware of his body and conscious of the importance of good health.  Unfortunately, this awareness is quickly lost, and the beautiful feeling that accompanied it fades fast.  As soon as the individual resumes his usual activities, he becomes harnessed to drives that dissociate him from his body.  He becomes preoccupied with events and objects in the external world and quickly forgets the revelation that pleasure is the perception of being fully alive in the here and now– which means to be fully alive in the bodily sense.

				Having dissociated himself from his body, he no longer thinks in bodily terms.  He ignores the simple truth that to be alive one must breathe and that the better one breathes, the more alive one is. He may become aware from time to time that his breathing is restricted, and on occasion, especially under stress, he may find that he is holding his breath, but he pays it no heed.  He may even acknowledge with a resigned smile that the hectic pace of his life allows him no time to breathe.  However, as he grows older he will make the sad discovery that this function, like other bodily functions, deteriorates if it is not properly used.  Once breathing becomes difficult, a person would give anything to be able to breathe easily.  He knows now that breathing is a matter of life and death or, to put it positively, that life is a matter of breath.
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