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“There is simply no more powerful, profound, or persuasive Christian writer on controversial themes alive in the world today than J. Budziszewski. Just reading this brilliantly written book will make you happy. Living it will be even more potent.”


—Peter Kreeft, professor of philosophy at Boston College and author of A Summa of the Summa


“Budziszewski has written a fascinating and sublimely readable book. Many authors have taken up this theme, and many have managed to be boring or even vapid, despite the intrinsic interest of the question. With his razor-sharp power of cutting through fallacies, and his extraordinary ability to come up with just the right examples from his treasury of experience, Budziszewski has produced the best book on happiness that you are ever going to read. Rightly understood, happiness is available!”


—Matthew Levering, James N. and Mary D. Perry Jr. Chair of Theology, Mundelein Seminary


“Budziszewski is certainly on the side of the angels, and I find his theological work of high quality (especially for a philosopher who specializes in politics usually). He has been heroic in his writing about chastity. He also gets the broader (i.e., societal and personal) implications of what theologians commonly teach about the place of the real good in the moral life. This is a readable book that everyone can learn from about the one thing that matters: happiness.”


—Romanus Cessario, O.P., Adam Cardinal Maida Professor of Theology, Ave Maria University


“J. Budziszewski unites a deep expertise in the most important thinking about happiness with an intimate familiarity with our current crisis in seeking happiness. How and How Not to be Happy responds to contemporary difficulties, incorporates modern perspectives, and re-presents in a new and fresh way perennial insights from classic thinkers about the true nature of human flourishing. Students, professors, and intelligent readers can gain great profit and pleasure from reading this book.”


—Christopher Kaczor, author of The Gospel of Happiness: How Secular Psychology Points to the Wisdom of Christian Practice and co-author of Jordan Peterson, God, and Christianity: The Search for a Meaningful Life


“Rare is the book that so easily combines deep, interdisciplinary thinking about happiness with an accessible and often beguiling conversational tone that will draw in every reader. Too often, books on happiness are either thick philosophy or glib pop psychology, but Professor Budziszewski succeeds admirably in drawing on and purifying the wisdom of both the philosophical and psychological traditions to provide a real feast for those who want to get beyond easy answers and instead seek to be ‘deconfused’ about this most important topic.”


—David Cloutier, associate professor of philosophy at the Catholic University of America


“There is much talk about happiness today, but not much wisdom about it. Yet that is precisely what the greatest philosophers of the Western tradition, and especially Aristotle and Aquinas, have to offer us. There is a desperate need to make that wisdom available beyond the ivory tower, to the general public. J. Budziszewski does the job with his usual clarity, erudition, and good sense.”


—Edward Feser, professor of philosophy at Pasadena City College


“Everyone, Aristotle observed, wants to be happy. But what is happiness, and how do we achieve it? There, he noted, ‘the many do not give the same account as the wise.’ It’s hard to think of anyone who approaches the question with greater wisdom than J. Budziszewski. This book overflows with subtlety, insight, and a profound understanding of what it is to be human. An education in arts and letters all by itself, it combines philosophical depth with practical advice on how to avoid the snares that catch all of us some of the time and many of us most of the time. And it’s a pleasure to read. If you want to be happier, more fulfilled, and understand more about who and what you are, you need this book.”


—Daniel A. Bonevac, professor of philosophy at the University of Texas at Austin


“People who know what true happiness is (and there is an answer) won’t need this book. Those who don’t know, also won’t know that they need this book and need to buy it. The obvious answer is for those who don’t need this book to buy it, to give as a gift for those who do. One could hardly find a truer act of love.”


—Michael Pakaluk, professor of ethics and social philosophy at the Catholic University of America and author of Mary’s Voice in the Gospel according to John


“We all want happiness, but yet it seems so elusive. In this wonderful little book, J. Budziszewski explains why. Relying on the insights of ancient wisdom, he takes us through all the dead ends that we mistake for happiness. He even shows us why some modern attempts (by Jonathan Haidt and others) to tap into that wisdom fail because they dismiss or ignore the transcendent source to which it points. In an age of ever-increasing distractions and banal amusements, all of us, especially young people, need some direction on the meaning and acquisition of happiness. I can’t think of a better guide than this book.”


—Francis J. Beckwith, professor of philosophy and church-state studies at Baylor University
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To Sandra


She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness.










Preface


“Man’s mind seeks to recover its proper good… but, like a drunken man knows not by what path to return home.”1


This little book is about a very large topic: human happiness. Why write about it at all? Not for a moment do I think we are ignorant about this subject—though I do think we are confused about a great deal of what we half-know about it. The purpose of this book might be described as deconfusing some of our inherited semi-knowledge.


If you are the sort of person who likes to cut right to the chase, you may want to skip right now to Part Two, because this preface and the first few chapters aren’t about happiness itself—they are about preliminaries like why happiness needs to be studied, how to study it, and why I’ve written this book the way I have. After all, if you start wondering about those questions later on, you can always backtrack. People like me, though, who are always asking, “Why did you conduct your investigation that way instead of this way?” will prefer not to skip anything and read straight through. It’s up to you.


A great deal of what has been written on the topic of happiness amounts to stating its necessary conditions: things the absence of which will make you unhappy. It seems to me that these necessary conditions are pretty obvious. The interesting thing is the sufficient conditions of happiness: things the presence of which will make you happy. Are there any things like that? For example, I know that if I have no friends I will be unhappy—but does having friends guarantee that I will be happy?


I am not trying to prove anything, if by proof we mean something that will convince any sane person as a matter of sheer logic. The sorts of arguments that I make are what philosophers call “probable.” In other words, I try to give good reasons for accepting my conclusions—the best reasons I know of, usually appealing to other things we already accept.


The book is succinct; some might say terse. I can treat large matters fairly quickly because a very long tradition of probable arguments lies in the background, allowing me to ride piggyback on other thinkers. The book isn’t as terse as what I consider to be the greatest of all treatments of the subject, the Treatise on Happiness and Ultimate Purpose, written by Thomas Aquinas in the late thirteenth century. His Treatise—a single section of a much longer work2—is so fast-moving and densely packed that in the original language it is only a little more than one-third the length of this one, and even so covers more ground. I couldn’t have written this little book unless I had first written a very long one, 653 pages of line-by-line commentary3 on that very short one by St. Thomas—and I would never presume to compare what I present here to the master’s treatise. But despite the great deal that I have learned from him (and my debt will be obvious to those who know his work), in this book I am speaking for myself; it is not in any way meant to substitute for his.


Although I don’t think this book is difficult, it is not a “Made Easy” or “For Dummies” book either. Any author who claims to present “Four Simple Steps to Total Happiness” or “Seven Days to Change Your Life” is a liar. It would be surprising, wouldn’t it, if there really were four steps to happiness, or seven, or three, that had never before been discovered in all the previous centuries of human living? I wouldn’t believe anyone who made such claims. Obviously, though, millions do. Just look at the bestseller lists.


What else might you wish to know about this book before you dig in? Perhaps I should offer a little warning. While preparing it, I came across a review of a book I had consulted about the psychology of self-esteem. One of the reviewer’s complaints was that the author of the book made “frequent use of the detritus of popular media.” If you share the reviewer’s snobbery, then my book will annoy you, because when I need to illustrate matters that cannot be easily counted and correlated, I too make use of such “detritus.” The funny thing is that in his own book, the reviewer also illustrated points with pop culture references, though he labored to distinguish the way he used them, which he viewed as sophisticated and scientifically grown-up, with the way the other author used them, which he saw as slumming.


Ironically, the great thinkers and writers of the past didn’t hesitate to use popular illustrations. For instance, to illustrate a point about his famous doctrine of the mean, Aristotle contrasts the amount of food an athletic novice needs to eat with the amount that the famous wrestler Milo of Croton needs to eat.4 If using Milo to illustrate is slumming, then so be it. I’m with Aristotle.


Before taking a chance on this book, you may also want to know my attitude toward statistics. I do use them, but sparingly, and with a grain of salt. The human mind is an extraordinary instrument for synthesizing diverse sorts of experiences. Though it makes mistakes, it is able to come to conclusions that are far ahead of what the numerical tabulation of things has shown or is ever likely to show; and the notion that statistics can tell us everything we need to know is pure fantasy. Fetishizing numbers doesn’t make the study of human beings more rigorous and scientific, but less. One year I was teaching my students one of the classics of American social philosophy, Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, which is now almost two centuries old. Tocqueville was a keen observer and a subtle student of human nature who drew innumerable connections among all sorts of things the rest of us may have half-noticed about ourselves but never paused to think about. With some of the students, though—I am glad to say only a few of them—Tocqueville’s wisdom cut no ice. Having taken too strong a dose of social science pills, they demanded, “Where is his survey data?” Just because he did not provide correlations and regressions in the modern style, they refused to consider whether any of Tocqueville’s observations might have been true. It astonished me: they were not even willing to make use of their own everyday experience.


If ostentatiously waved numbers sometimes impress us more than they should, the problem is usually that the writer waving them around is assuming away the answers to the hardest questions, asking only the easy ones. Rather than looking deeply into what happiness is, for example, he may take for granted without thinking about it that happiness must be a feeling and that people always know how they are feeling—so that to understand happiness all we have to do is ask people what makes them feel good and then crunch the survey numbers. But what if happiness isn’t a feeling in the first place?


Statistics can be useful for finding out some things. If one can confirm statistically, for example, that children who are praised for everything they do are more likely than other children to have inflated opinions of themselves, well and good. On the other hand, maybe we don’t need factor analysis or logistic regression to know that! Some empiricists think that philosophy is merely poor sociology. I think that’s backwards. With all respect to some fine sociologists whom I number among my friends, a good deal of sociology is really just bad philosophy.


So though from time to time I do mention helpful statistics—and I am truly and humbly grateful to have them—statistics are not useful except to a person who already knows something. It would be lunacy to demand statistical proof that we come in two sexes, that we differ from the beasts, or that we wonder about the meaning of things. My purpose is to put everyday observations about things that we already know something about into better order than we usually put them, so that the dim and disconnected outlines of what we know can become sharper.


Thus, despite the common confusion and inconsistency of what passes for common sense, I am not one of its despisers; the thing to do with common sense is purify and elevate it. If now and then this book unearths or clarifies a few things that we tend not to notice until they are called to our attention, I will count myself satisfied.


Nothing more remains to be done in this preface but a bit of housekeeping.


From time to time I have adapted and modified a sentence or a paragraph from some other book I have written, because it can be hard to find better language for something that one has striven to say well before. I am grateful to the publishers of my previous books for permission to do so. Needless to say, I hope my readers will read those other books too.5


I have tried not to weigh the book down with excessive notes. In cases in which my notes don’t give page numbers, the reason is either that I am citing an old book available in many editions or that I am using an unpaginated electronic source. When I can, I give other pointers such as chapter numbers.


For the convenience of readers, I have preferred to use translations that are in the public domain, and for books and translations in the public domain I don’t usually give publication information, though I do usually give the names of translators. Generally speaking, I give quotations in the original language only when they have passed over into proverbs that are usually quoted that way.


I think that’s all. Happy reading! And I do mean happy.










PART ONE Getting Started



“What a chaos, what a subject of contradiction, what a prodigy!”1










CHAPTER 1 Why Is How to Be Happy or Fulfilled Even a Question?



“On countless occasions I have made abundant speeches… and very good speeches they were, so I thought—but now I cannot say one word as to what it is.”1


Are people happy? It’s difficult to know even whether they think they are. The 2017 Harris Poll Survey of American Happiness reported low numbers (33 percent) of people calling themselves “happy.”2 But the 2020 Gallup Poll reported that very high numbers of people were “satisfied with their personal life” (about 90 percent).3 This isn’t because people suddenly became happier during those three years; the Gallup percentage was almost as high in 2017 as in 2020. It’s because of how the question was asked.


We aren’t going to learn much from such numbers. My own suspicion is that although most people have some share in happiness, not many are simply happy. But for now, let’s simply ask how happiness is attained.


There are two kinds of people in the world: those who say there are two kinds of people in the world, and… all right, there are more than two. But we can sort those who want to know how to be happy, from those who say we shouldn’t ask.


By far the greater number of people belong to the group who wants to know. It seems obvious to them that happiness is not only good but the great good. It also seems clear to them not just that we all ought to pursue it, but that we all do pursue it. The authors of the Declaration of Independence regarded the pursuit of happiness as so important that they called it an unalienable right, right up there with life and liberty.


If you aren’t sure whether people desire happiness, then ask them a few simple questions. When we act deliberately, do we act for the sake of some good? Sure. I brush my teeth so that they won’t become diseased and fall out. When we act for the sake of some good, do we sometimes pursue that good for the sake of some further good? Of course. I pursue the good of healthy teeth because if I lost my teeth it would be difficult to eat and speak. Now comes the clincher. Does this chain ever come to an end—is there some good or set of goods for the sake of which we seek other goods, but which we seek for its own sake?


As Aristotle discovered, the vast majority of people reply yes.4 We call this good or set of goods “happiness”—or an equivalent term, such as “thriving,” “flourishing,” “satisfaction,” or “fulfillment.” People have agreed on this in pretty much every place and time. Though people disagree about what happiness is, they are rarely in doubt that it is their ultimate desire. Whatever it is to be fulfilled, they want to be fulfilled. Whatever it is to flourish, they want to flourish. This book is for them.


What about the minority who say that we shouldn’t ask how to be happy? This book is for them too, because I would like to ask them to rethink.


Consider Rafael Euba, a psychiatrist affiliated with King’s College, London, who urges, “Humans Aren’t Designed to Be Happy—So Stop Trying.” According to Euba, “We should take comfort in the knowledge that unhappiness is not really our fault. It is the fault of our natural design. It is in our blueprint.”


How is it in our blueprint? “Humans are not designed to be happy, or even content,” he argues. “Instead, we are designed primarily to survive and reproduce, like every other creature in the natural world. A state of contentment is discouraged by nature because it would lower our guard against possible threats to our survival.” (I wonder why nature didn’t just wire us so that contentment didn’t lower our guard?) In some cases even depression can be good, Euba explains, “by helping the depressed individual disengage from risky and hopeless situations in which he or she cannot win.” He writes, “If you are unhappy at times, this is not a shortcoming that demands urgent repair, as the happiness gurus would have it.” In fact, “pretending that any degree of pain is abnormal or pathological will only foster feelings of inadequacy and frustration.”5


Notice the inconsistencies in Dr. Euba’s account. Though he says we aren’t made to be “content,” yet he says we can “take comfort” in knowing that this is so. Taking comfort sounds a lot like seeking contentment. He argues that we should “stop trying” to be happy because we aren’t made for it, yet he says we are meant to “seek gratification” and “avoid pain.” Pursuing gratification and avoiding pain sure sound as though they have something to do with happiness.


And what does it mean to say that unhappiness can sometimes do us good? Doesn’t it mean that unhappiness in the short run can help make us happier in the long run?


So stripping his prose of its exaggerations, dissonances, and curtsies toward Darwin, not even Dr. Euba really denies that happiness is attainable. In fact, he thinks we are designed to seek such happiness as we can reach. What he denies is that abiding happiness is reachable. And why is it so important not to expect abiding happiness? Because wanting it will make us unhappy!


This bundle of inconsistencies raises an interesting question to which we will return. On Dr. Euba’s theory, no deep longing should exist in our minds unless it is adaptive. Now it would be maladaptive to long for things that are impossible. We desire to satisfy our hunger and thirst, to survive dangers, to have children, and to quench the pains of desire for the things of this world, and such longings make sense because they are for possible things. By this reasoning, if abiding happiness is impossible, then the longing for it should not exist at all. Any such desire should have died out over the course of evolution. Like “every other creature in the natural world,” we should be completely satisfied with transitory relief: This meal. This sleep. This scratching of this itch. This escape from pursuit, and this coupling with this female. We should approach everything in life the way the hookup culture approaches sex.


Yet we do long for abiding happiness. In fact, the yearning for this “abstract idea with no equivalent in actual human experience,” as Dr. Euba calls it, is so strong that he finds it necessary to warn us sternly against heeding it. Ignore that seducer! he urges. Resist that temptation! Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain!


Why? Surely the longing for happiness itself is a constant of “actual human experience,” one of the things that separates the nature of the rational animal from “every other creature in the natural world.” But of course, if we start thinking that happiness is possible, we will no longer be able to blame evolution if the way that we live is immiserating us.


And yet Dr. Euba is right to warn against the snake-oil sellers and the peddlers of nostrums, the gurus who teach that we can float through earthly life in a cloud of bliss, in a continuous up with no downs. Whatever abiding happiness is, it isn’t that.


Dr. Euba’s reasons are not the only ones people give for declining to ask how to be happy. Let’s consider a few of the other objections, because there is something to each of them—as there is something to his. There would have to be, for if there were nothing to them at all, then no one at all could believe them. There is some grain of truth in everything a human being finds plausible. That doesn’t mean that it expresses the whole truth and expresses it well; it doesn’t even mean that it expresses a lot of it. The trick is to unravel what it does get right from what it doesn’t. Which is pretty much the method of this book.


One objection is that those who are always asking, “How can I be happy?” are the very ones least likely to be happy. There are two things right about this objection. The first is that the ascent to happiness doesn’t lie through the valley of obsession, whether the obsession concerns happiness or anything else. But notice that a person who points this out isn’t really saying that we don’t need to know about happiness. He is claiming that he already knows something about it—he knows that we won’t attain it by obsessing over it! And this is true. It’s one thing to say that we shouldn’t obsess about happiness, and another to say that we shouldn’t inquire into it at all. In fact, if the objector hadn’t already looked into the matter, then how could he know that obsession isn’t helpful? But if this is the only thing he knows about happiness, then he needs to take his inquiry further.


The person who warns against asking, “How can I be happy?” may also be making a true observation—not about happiness, but about pleasure. Most people do confuse pleasure with happiness—a confusion I take up later on. The objector may be making the point that those who make pleasure the goal of all their actions find that pleasure slips from their grasp. And this is also true. For example, I gain the pleasure of friendship by focusing on friendship, not by focusing on pleasure; if I am always thinking, “How much pleasure am I getting from this?” then I miss the whole point of the friendship—and so I lose its pleasure too. We need to ask what happiness has to do with pleasure—and with friendship—and with many other things.


A second objection is that seeking happiness is selfish, because we ought to seek other people’s happiness. What is right about this objection is that I shouldn’t take the attitude, “Every man for himself.” What is mistaken is the idea that wanting to be happy simply is taking the attitude “Every man for himself.” This is a great secret: if I am only for myself, then I am not for myself. For human beings the good life is not good until we have others with whom to share it. One can imagine rational beings whose happiness has nothing to do with the happiness of others, but if there are any such beings, we are not they. Besides, if I know nothing about how to be happy, then how can I know anything about helping others to be happy? Happiness involves a partnership in a good life, and I am as much a member of the partnership as my partners in it are.


I hear the third objection mostly from people who have studied the philosopher Immanuel Kant. They say that if we pursue happiness then we are not free—because to make some good our goal is to allow our wills to be “determined” by some consideration external to them. This time what is right about the objection is that our wills are, and ought to be, free. But what do the objectors suppose the will, and its freedom, to be?


Think of it like this: There are two kinds of appetite, or desire. One is sensual appetite, which pulls us toward whatever seems good to the senses. The other is rational appetite, which urges us toward whatever seems good to the judgment of the mind. Now our will simply is our rational appetite. This is why our wills cannot be severed from our judgments of the good—for even if our judgments are mistaken, it is impossible to will anything whatsoever except for the reason that it seems good to us and worthy of pursuit. And so the freedom of the will is not a freedom not to be determined by judgments of the good, but a freedom to make such judgments. It is the liberty of the rational being to deliberate, to recognize what matters, and to decide what is really good—another of his differences from “every other creature in the natural world.” So of course it is not slavery to seek happiness. The pursuit of fulfillment for ourselves and for others is freedom’s proper use.


The fourth objection is that because there are some things we shouldn’t do for any reason whatsoever, we shouldn’t pursue happiness, but duty. What is right about this objection is that there really are such things as intrinsically evil deeds—such as murder or failing in certain duties—deeds that cannot be justified by anything at all. But what is an intrinsically evil deed? It is not a deed that we must not commit even for the sake of the good; it is a deed that by its very nature cannot be directed to the good. The conclusion to be drawn from the existence of intrinsically evil deeds is not that we should pursue duty instead of fulfillment, but that failure in our duties is not fulfillment. Those who think that intrinsically evil deeds can make us happy are usually confusing happiness with some sort of emotional satisfaction. A cruel man delights in his cruelty, true. But this kind of delight is not happiness. I willingly concede that there is a lot packed into that claim. For now, I just want to put it on the table.


The final objection—not the last one anyone could think of (there is never an end to those), but the last to be considered here—is that our greatest good isn’t being happy, but knowing God. What this objection gets right is that there is nothing more important than knowing God. Where it goes wrong is to assume that finding God and attaining supreme happiness are two different things, as though one could have either supreme happiness without God, or God without supreme happiness. But what if in some sense, God simply is our supreme happiness?


Hold on! A moment ago I was on the verge of losing readers who believe in God—and now I am on the verge of losing those who don’t!


God-phobes, take heart. You can turn off the alarms. Although this book takes questions about the relationship of happiness to God seriously, those questions don’t come up again until much, much later in the book, and all (or almost all) of what I say up to that point should make sense equally to those who believe in Him and those who don’t.


So if you wish, you can read up to that point and then stop.


But I hope you don’t.


I do understand the fear of going off the edge. You may believe not just that you don’t know about God but that knowledge about God is rationally unattainable. If this were true, then the moment we began thinking about Him we would have to cast reason to the winds. Not many people want to be irrational. Nor should they. Concerning this fear, I don’t ask for final trust; I do ask for provisional trust. Reserve judgment about whether I am leading you off the edge until later in the book.


I have given fair warning of what comes later. But it comes much later. For now, we will lay these matters aside. No God for many chapters—I promise. Our topic is simply how and how not to be happy.










CHAPTER 2 How Not to Find the Answer to the Question—and How to Find It



“If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake… if we do not choose everything for the sake of something else… clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence on life?”1


The nineteenth-century economist F. Y. Edgeworth believed that some day we would have instruments to measure happiness, just as we have instruments to measure temperature.2 Imagine a physician’s assistant putting a happiness thermometer in your ear and reporting the result: “Mr. Jones, the readout shows that you are experiencing only 5.6 units of bliss. Are you feeling a bit off today?”


The notion is absurd. True, some day we may be able to measure whether someone is feeling good, perhaps by monitoring the electrical activity in the pleasure center of the brain. But to call a measurement of feelings a measurement of happiness is to beg the important question of how happiness and feelings are related. To paraphrase the philosopher Mortimer Adler, it is one thing to ask whether a person is having a good time, and another to ask whether he is having a good life.3 The latter is more like what we mean by happiness, and it isn’t a matter of his momentary feelings.


So we can’t measure happiness with instruments—unless by this we mean the instrument of thoughtful conversation. The only way to know what makes people happy is to talk with them.


To talk with them? Does that mean just asking a lot of people “What makes you happy?” and collating all of the answers?


No, but a great many psychologists seem to think that it does. One reason they think so is the relativistic notion that each person’s “construct” of happiness is equally valid. From this point of view, you must know whether you are happy, because by definition, happiness for you is whatever you say it is. One fellow says, “My happiness is making money.” Another says, “My happiness is having pleasure.” Yet another says, “My happiness is being a social butterfly.” Each to his own!


As usual, there is something in the idea—but that doesn’t make it wholly, or even mostly, true. In this case, what’s true in the idea is the fact that individual differences count for something. If you are cut out for raising a family, you may be unhappy as a bachelor. If you are clumsy with your hands, you may be unhappy as a carpenter. If you have just a few close friends, you may be unhappy having associations with a lot of people forced upon you. But there are general laws of happiness too, because some things universally militate for and against human fulfillment. Since we share the same human nature, it is hard to see how this could be false.


Other psychologists grasp that there may be universal laws of happiness, but they still think that to find out what they are, all we have to do is collate the answers to the question, “What makes you happy?” They assume that even if happiness isn’t by definition what each person says it is, still each person knows whether he is happy and what makes him that way. But is that true?


This time what is right in the idea is that most people know something about happiness. Since we human beings have inside knowledge of our own minds, it would be impossible for us not to know something about it. If we didn’t, we wouldn’t even know that there is such a thing. Indeed, since outside of the most mindless fantasies there are no such things as happiness thermometers, if people didn’t already know something about happiness, we could never find out more about it. For where else but there could we start?


But consider: Even if happiness were just having good feelings, do people always know how they are feeling? All day Tuesday, Mr. Jones snaps at everyone around him. His wife knows that he is feeling grouchy. His children know. His co-workers know. Yet he may be oblivious to the fact. All day Wednesday, Mrs. Jones is withdrawn. “Is something the matter, dear?” her husband asks. “Nothing’s the matter! Why don’t you leave me alone?” One of the reasons we have difficulty controlling our moods is that we don’t always know that we are in them.


And knowing whether we are happy is a good deal harder than knowing how we feel. Though we tend to overlook the fact, it is possible to have a share in happiness without knowing it. A young husband and wife may be so absorbed in caring for their family that it never occurs to them that they are happy. Yet many years later, looking back over their memories, they smile and say, “We were happy, weren’t we?” For that matter, although someone who says he is miserable is no doubt correct, it is possible to be unhappy without knowing it. If I have never had much experience of true happiness, I may not have much idea of what it would be like. Perhaps things “seem to be going all right” and I am surrounded by the accoutrements of what my friends all call success, so when asked “Are you happy?” I answer, “Yeah, I guess so.” Yet I may not be happy at all.


Consider, too, that although one can judge feelings at a moment in time, judging happiness at a moment in time is a different kettle of fish. Suppose you are halfway through a novel. If I ask you whether it is a good novel, you may answer, “I don’t know yet—ask me when I’ve finished it!” You may be able to tell me whether you’ve been enjoying it, but whether it is a good novel is not the same thing as whether it has kept you in a continuous state of enjoyment. There may be things on every page to titillate your attention, yet the story may not hang together as a whole. The happiness of a life is like that. It isn’t just a series of enjoyments, and its happiness may be difficult to gauge until it is done. The goodness of a life is a lot like the goodness of a true story.


So far in this chapter I have maintained two propositions: First, that the chief way to know what makes people happy is to talk with them, and second, that this doesn’t mean just asking them what makes them happy. What I am leading up to is that since we do have inside knowledge about our minds, it makes very good sense to begin with common opinions about happiness, but it doesn’t make good sense to end with them.


Objections could be raised to either of the claims of that last sentence: that it makes sense to begin with common opinions, or that it doesn’t make good sense to end with them. Let’s think about this.


As to the first claim in that sentence above, someone might suggest that to begin with common opinion is merely to follow the mob. Isn’t this the ad populum fallacy, the appeal to the crowd? There is such a fallacy, but this isn’t it. I am asking people about something within their own subjective experience—inside knowledge, as I have called it—not about, say, the microbial causes of tuberculosis or the frequency of cometary collisions with Jupiter. What the crowd thinks about those causes or about the frequency of those collisions has no value. What they think about their own experience does.


Consider my experience of my relationship with my friend. From the outside, it may seem much the same as my relationship with my grocer, because in both cases both parties expect to receive equal good from each other. Yet the two cases are not really the same, because one is a relationship of justice, but the other is a relationship of love. Both the grocer and I are keeping score. I want to be sure that he gave me all the groceries I paid for; he wants to be sure that I gave him the full price of my groceries. By contrast, friends delight in small sacrifices for each other and disdain to keep score. If my friend pays for a soft drink from the dispenser because I am out of change, he will be insulted if I say a week later, “Here’s the change that I owe you.” Now how would I know this if I had never had a friend? Or how could I explain to someone who had never had a friend? This is inside knowledge.


Or consider love. A new father remarked to me that there are certain things about a father’s love that seem obvious now, but of which he hadn’t the slightest inkling before his child was born. He told me that if anyone had tried to explain these things to him, he wouldn’t have understood. Yet now that he was actually caring for his child, those things were as plain to him as his nose. This is another instance of inside knowledge. Husbands and wives know that there are certain things about each other that they couldn’t have known except by submitting to the sweet discipline of mutual love and trust. Thomas Aquinas calls such knowledge connatural, meaning that when I love someone, my nature adapts itself to that person; the other person’s nature becomes second nature to me.4 These things, too, are inside knowledge.


Moreover, I am not inquiring into passing fancies but into considered views that have endured across societies and centuries—the inside knowledge of many generations. Not that I don’t mention the fashionable opinions of the moment. Often, I do. But I don’t use them as oracles of truth. Rather I use them because they illustrate, exaggerate, or contradict considered views that have been around for a long, long time. By the way, I also take into account the opinions of the wise—or more precisely, of those who are commonly accounted wise—because the opinions of those whose reputation for wisdom has endured over many generations is a proper extension of opinions common over many generations.


Still disputing the first claim of that sentence that I set down a few paragraphs ago—my assertion that it makes very good sense to begin with common opinions about happiness—someone might suggest that we have other data too. What about direct observation? If someone weeps all the time, has screaming fits, or commits suicide, surely it is reasonable to conclude that he is not happy? I would reply, “Yes and no.” Such things are certainly evidence of unhappiness. But how do we know that they are? Only by falling back on common opinion, on what everyone knows. We all understand that happy persons may whistle, make birdhouses, and enjoy conversations, and that they don’t constantly weep, scream, and commit suicide.


Now as to the second claim of that sentence, about not ending with common opinion (as extended by the opinions of those commonly accounted wise): If common opinion about happiness is our only ordinary source of data,5 then how can we get beyond it?


We get beyond it by making it cross-examine itself.


I mentioned in the preface that even ideas that are mostly mistaken must have some grain of truth in them, otherwise no one could believe them. The task is to sift through our ideas in order to separate the grain from the chaff. The way to do this is not to pull ideas out of the blue, but to “assemble reminders” of things we think we know and use them to reconsider other things we think we know. Wise persons are those who have done this well. Wise doctrines embody the results of this procedure. Reflecting upon them, we say, “How could I not have seen that? I see it now!” True, sometimes we may accept what a wise teacher says about something on faith, even if we do not yet see it for ourselves—but in general, we will not trust his wisdom unless he has gained our confidence by all the other things he has already helped us to see.


My favorite example of making common opinion cross-examine itself comes from one of the Socratic dialogues, the Gorgias. One of the persons in the dialogue, a crass fellow named Callicles, invokes the common opinion that happiness lies in continually having the greatest possible appetites and continually having the power to satisfy them. Socrates backs him into a corner by asking whether in this case, it would be desirable to itch as much as possible, but always be able to scratch. Ashamed to contradict himself, Callicles says yes. In his characteristically brilliant but annoying way, Socrates goes on to make Callicles commit himself to more and more ridiculous and even disgusting positions. For example, by asking whether the itching must extend to every part of the body, he forces Callicles to concede that even a catamite—a boy or man who seeks to be sexually penetrated—would have to be considered happy so long as he kept getting what he wanted. Callicles won’t admit that he is wrong, but it is clear to those who are listening that he has lost the round.


Now what has happened here? There are several grains of truth in the way Callicles appeals to common opinion. He is not mistaken—and people in general are not mistaken—to think that happiness has something to do with the satisfaction of desire. He is not mistaken—and people in general are not mistaken—to think that anything rightly deserving the name “happiness” would be abiding rather than fleeting, something not easy to lose. The problem is that Callicles does not separate the grain from the chaff. He lumps all desires together, good and bad; he thinks that to moderate any desire is to be as good as dead; and he does not consider the sense in which true happiness would have to abide. Is it merely like the fullness of a bathtub with the faucet pouring in at the top, but the drain wide open at the bottom?


One might think that to show Callicles’s error Socrates would have to go outside of common opinion. On the contrary, he appeals to common opinion himself. For if Callicles were right, there would be nothing happier than the most intense and continuous itching and the most intense and continuous scratching—and can’t we all see that this is false?


Through this little exchange, has Socrates shown what happiness is? Not at all, nor does he claim to have shown us. Winning through to the truth of the matter takes much more time and requires better conversational partners than Callicles.


But even the accumulation of exploded errors is progress. Little by little, we get there. Eventually we may be able to figure out the decisive questions—to ask them, and perhaps even to answer them.
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