
THE FOLLOWING SELECTIONS—“What Makes People Unhappy?” “Is Happiness
Still Possible?” “Zest,” “Work,” and “The Happy Man”—are taken from just
a few of the many essays in Conquest of Happiness. In stark contrast to
Freud’s view, that happiness is immediate (or nearly so) erotic satisfaction,
Russell states that much of our unhappiness is caused by mistaken, irrational
views we daily entertain. In other words, while much unhappiness is out of
our control, there is still much that is in our control. Thus, he offers the work,
in the very first chapter, as a “cure for the ordinary day-to-day unhappiness”
that most of us undergo.

There is nothing laudable, he proposes, in a view of rationality that
embraces unhappiness as a wise person’s proper disposition. In chapter two
(not included), he writes:

I do not myself think that there is any superior rationality in being
unhappy. The wise man will be happy as circumstances permit, and if
he finds the contemplation of the universe painful beyond a point, he
will contemplate something else instead. This is what I wish to prove in
the present chapter. I wish to persuade the reader that, whatever the
arguments may be, reason lays no embargo upon happiness; nay more, I
am persuaded that those who quite sincerely attribute their sorrows to
their views about the universe are putting the cart before the horse: the
truth is that they are unhappy for some reason of which they are
unaware, and this unhappiness leads them to dwell upon the less agree-
able characteristics of the world in which they live (24–25).

Happiness, Russell states, is not a privilege of the educated or the well-
to-do. It is a door opened to all people, both educated and uneducated. Hap-
piness merely requires, he is wont to say, a “friendly interest in things.” In
chapter eleven, an enjoyably light yet subtly deep chapter, he calls “zest”
the “most universal and distinctive mark of happy men.” In chapter four-
teen, he writes about work and says that, though many state that work is a
source of unhappiness, properly understood, it contributes remarkably
toward happiness.
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As you read through the selections, keep the following questions and
suggestions in mind: Why does Russell think that happiness is equally
accessible to all? What is the dinner-table analogy of chapter eleven sup-
posed to show? Flesh this out as an argument. Critically discuss what Rus-
sell has to say on the relationship between events and experiences. Analyze
and assess some of the arguments that Mill puts forth on behalf of work as a
source of happiness. Last, why do you think he entitled the book, Conquest
of Happiness?

Animals are happy so long as they have health and enough to eat. Human
beings, one feels, ought to be, but they are not, at least in a great major-

ity of cases. If you are unhappy yourself, you will probably be prepared to
admit that you are not exceptional in this. If you are happy, ask yourself how
many of your friends are so. And when you have reviewed your friends,
teach yourself the art of reading faces; make yourself receptive to the moods
of those whom you meet in the course of an ordinary day.

A mark in every face I meet,
Marks of weakness, marks of woe

says Blake. Though the kinds are different, you will find that unhappiness
meets you everywhere. Stand in a busy street during working hours, or on a
main thoroughfare at a weekend, or at a dance of an evening; empty your
mind of your own ego and let the personalities of the strangers about you
take possession of you one after another. You will find that each of these dif-
ferent crowds has its own trouble. In the work-hour crowd you will see anxi-
ety, excessive concentration, dyspepsia, lack of interest in anything but the
struggle, incapacity for play, unconsciousness of their fellow creatures. On a
main road at the week-end, you will see men and women, all comfortably
off, and some very rich, engaged in the pursuit of pleasure. This pursuit is
conducted by all at a uniform pace, that of the slowest car in the procession;
it is impossible to see the road for the cars, or the scenery since looking aside
would cause an accident; all the occupants of all the cars are absorbed in the
desire to pass other cars, which they cannot do on account of the crowd; if
their minds wander from this preoccupation, as will happen occasionally to
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those who are not themselves driving, unutterable boredom seizes upon
them and stamps their features with trivial discontent. Once in a way a car-
load of colored people will show genuine enjoyment, but will cause indigna-
tion by erratic behavior, and ultimately get into the hands of the police owing
to an accident: enjoyment in holiday time is illegal.

Or again, watch people at a gay evening. All come determined to be
happy, with the kind of grim resolve with which one determines not to make
a fuss at the dentist’s. It is held that drink and petting are the gateways to joy,
so people get drunk quickly and try not to notice how much their partners
disgust them. After a sufficient amount of drink, men begin to weep, and to
lament how unworthy they are, morally, of the devotion of their mothers. All
that alcohol does for them is to liberate the sense of sin, which reason sup-
presses in saner moments.

The causes of these various kinds of unhappiness lie partly in the social
system, partly in individual psychology—which, of course, is itself to a con-
siderable extent a product of the social system. I have written before about
the changes in the social system required to promote happiness. Concerning
the abolition of war, of economic exploitation, of education in cruelty and
fear, it is not my intention to speak in this volume. To discover a system for
the avoidance of war is a vital need of our civilization; but no such system
has a chance while men are so unhappy that mutual extermination seems to
them less dreadful than continued endurance of the light of day. To prevent
the perpetuation of poverty is necessary if the benefits of machine produc-
tion are to accrue in any degree to those most in need of them; but what is the
use of making everybody rich if the rich themselves are miserable? Educa-
tion in cruelty and fear is bad, but no other kind can be given by those who
are themselves the slaves of these passions. These considerations lead us to
the problem of the individual: what can a man or woman, here and now, in
the midst of our nostalgic society, do to achieve happiness for himself or her-
self? In discussing this problem, I shall confine my attention to those who
are not subject to any extreme cause of outward misery. I shall assume a suf-
ficient income to secure food and shelter, sufficient health to make ordinary
bodily activities possible. I shall not consider the great catastrophes, such as
loss of all one’s children, or public disgrace. There are things to be said
about such matters, and they are important things, but they belong to a dif-
ferent order from the things that I wish to say. My purpose is to suggest a
cure for the ordinary day-to-day unhappiness from which most people in civ-
ilized countries suffer, and which is all the more unbearable because, having
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no obvious external cause, it appears inescapable. I believe this unhappiness
to be very largely due to mistaken views of the world, mistaken ethics, mis-
taken habits of life, leading to destruction of that natural zest and appetite for
possible things upon which all happiness, whether of men or animals, ulti-
mately depends. These are matters which lie within the power of the individ-
ual, and I propose to suggest the change by which his happiness, given
average good fortune, may be achieved. . . .

CHAPTER TEN

IS HAPPINESS STILL POSSIBLE?
. . . Happiness is of two sorts, though, of course, there are intermediate
degrees. The two sorts I mean might be distinguished as plain and fancy, or
animal and spiritual, or of the heart and of the head. The designation to be
chosen among these alternatives depends, of course, upon the thesis to be
proved. I am at the moment not concerned to prove any thesis, but merely to
describe.

Perhaps the simplest way to describe the difference between the two
sorts of happiness is to say that one sort is open to any human being, and the
other only to those who can read and write.

Fundamental happiness depends more than anything else upon what
may be called a friendly interest in persons and things.

A friendly interest in persons is a form of affectionateness, but not the
form which is grasping and possessive and seeking always an emphatic
response. This latter form is very frequently a source of unhappiness. The
kind that makes for happiness is the kind that likes to observe people and
finds pleasure in their individual traits, that wishes to afford scope for the
interests and pleasures of those with whom it is brought into contact without
desiring to acquire power over them or to secure their enthusiastic admira-
tion. The person whose attitude towards others is genuinely of this kind will
be a source of happiness and a recipient of reciprocal kindness. His relations
with others, whether slight or serious, will satisfy both his interests and his
affections; he will not be soured by ingratitude, since he will seldom suffer it
and will not notice when he does. The same idiosyncrasies which would get
on another man’s nerves to the point of exasperation will be to him a source
of gentle amusement. He will achieve without effort results which another
man, after long struggles, will find to be unattainable. Being happy in him-
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self, he will be a pleasant companion, and this in turn will increase his happi-
ness. But all this must be genuine; it must not spring from an idea of self-
sacrifice inspired by a sense of duty. A sense of duty is useful in work, but
offensive in personal relations. People wish to be liked, not to be endured
with patient resignation. To like many people spontaneously and without
effort is perhaps the greatest of all sources of personal happiness.

I spoke also a moment ago of what I call a friendly interest in things. This
phrase may perhaps seem forced; it may be said that it is impossible to feel
friendly to things. Nevertheless there is something analogous to friendliness
in the kind of interest that a geologist takes in rocks or an archaeologist in
ruins, and this interest ought to be an element in our attitude to individuals or
societies. It is possible to have an interest in things which is hostile rather than
friendly. A man might collect facts concerning the habitats of spiders because
he hated spiders and wished to live where they were few. This kind of interest
would not afford the same satisfaction as the geologist derives from his rocks.
An interest in impersonal things, though perhaps less valuable as an ingredi-
ent in everyday happiness than a friendly attitude towards our fellow crea-
tures, is nevertheless very important. The world is vast and our own powers
are limited. If all our happiness is bound up entirely in our personal circum-
stances it is difficult not to demand of life more than it has to give. And to
demand too much is the surest way of getting even less than is possible. The
man who can forget his worries by means of a genuine interest in, say, the
Council of Trent, or the life history of stars, will find that, when he returns
from his excursion into the impersonal world, he has acquired a poise and
calm which enable him to deal with his worries in the best way, and he will in
the meantime have experienced a genuine even if temporary happiness.

The secret of happiness is this: let your interests be as wide as possible,
and let your reactions to the things and persons that interest you be as far as
possible friendly rather than hostile.

This preliminary survey of the possibilities of happiness will be expanded
in subsequent chapters; together with suggestions as to ways of escaping from
psychological sources of misery.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

ZEST

In this chapter I propose to deal with what seems to me the most universal
and distinctive mark of happy men, namely, zest.

�  THE CONQUEST OF HAPPINESS �



Perhaps the best way to understand what is meant by zest will be to con-
sider the different ways in which men behave when they sit down to a meal.
There are those to whom a meal is merely a bore; no matter how excellent
the food may be, they feel that it is uninteresting. They have had excellent
food before, probably at almost every meal they have eaten. They have never
known what it was to go without a meal until hunger became a raging pas-
sion, but have come to regard meals as merely conventional occurrences,
dictated by the fashions of the society in which they live. Like everything
else, meals are tiresome, but it is no use to make a fuss, because nothing else
will be less tiresome. Then there are the invalids who eat from a sense of
duty, because the doctor has told them that it is necessary to take a little
nourishment in order to keep up their strength. Then there are the epicures,
who start hopefully, but find that nothing has been quite so well cooked as it
ought to have been. Then there are the gormandizers, who fall upon their
food with eager rapacity, eat too much, and grow plethoric and stertorous.
Finally there are those who begin with a sound appetite, are glad of their
food, eat until they have had enough, and then stop. Those who are set down
before the feast of life have similar attitudes towards the good things which
it offers. The happy man corresponds to the last of our eaters. What hunger is
in relation to food, zest is in relation to life. The man who is bored with his
meals corresponds to the victim of Byronic unhappiness. The invalid who
eats from a sense of duty corresponds to the ascetic, the gormandizer to the
voluptuary. The epicure corresponds to the fastidious person who condemns
half the pleasures of life as unæsthetic. Oddly enough all these types, with
the possible exception of the gormandizer, despise the man of healthy
appetite and consider themselves his superiors. It seems to them vulgar to
enjoy food because you are hungry or to enjoy life because it offers a variety
of interesting spectacles and surprising experiences. From the height of their
disillusionment they look down upon those whom they despise as simple
souls. For my part, I have no sympathy with this outlook. All disenchant-
ment is to me a malady, which, it is true, certain circumstances may render
inevitable, but which none the less, when it occurs, is to be cured as soon as
possible, not to be regarded as a higher form of wisdom. Suppose one man
likes strawberries and another does not; in what respect is the latter superior?
There is no abstract and impersonal proof either that strawberries are good or
that they are not good. To the man who likes them they are good, to the man
who dislikes them they are not. But the man who likes them has a pleasure
which the other does not have; to that extent his life is more enjoyable and he
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is better adapted to the world in which both must live. What is true in this
trivial instance is equally true in more important matters. The man who
enjoys watching football is to that extent superior to the man who does not.
The man who enjoys reading is still more superior to the man who does not,
since opportunities for reading are more frequent than opportunities for
watching football. The more things a man is interested in, the more opportu-
nities of happiness he has and the less he is at the mercy of fate, since if he
loses one thing he can fall back upon another. Life is too short to be inter-
ested in everything, but it is good to be interested in as many things as are
necessary to fill our days. We are all prone to the malady of the introvert,
who, with the manifold spectacle of the world spread out before him, turns
away and gazes only upon the emptiness within. But let us not imagine that
there is anything grand about the introvert’s unhappiness. . . .

. . . The forms of zest are innumerable. Sherlock Holmes, it may be
remembered, picked up a hat which he happened to find lying in the street.
After looking at it for a moment he remarked that its owner had come down
in the world as the result of drink and that his wife was no longer so fond of
him as she used to be. Life could never be boring to a man to whom casual
objects offered such a wealth of interest. Think of the different things that
may be noticed in the course of a country walk. One man may be interested
in the birds, another in the vegetation, another in the geology, yet another in
the agriculture, and so on. Any one of these things is interesting if it interests
you, and, other things being equal, the man who is interested in any one of
them is a man better adapted to the world than the man who is not interested.

How extraordinarily different, again, are the attitudes of different people
to their fellow men! One man, in the course of a long train journey, will fail
entirely to observe any of his fellow travelers, while another will have
summed them all up, analyzed their characters, made a shrewd guess at their
circumstances, and perhaps even ascertained the most secret histories of sev-
eral of them. People differ just as much in what they feel towards others as in
what they ascertain about them. Some men find almost everybody boring,
others quickly and easily develop a friendly feeling towards those with
whom they are brought in contact, unless there is some definite reason for
feeling otherwise. Take again such a matter as travel; some men will travel
through many countries, going always to the best hotels, eating exactly the
same food as they would eat at home, meeting the same idle rich whom they
would meet at home, conversing on the same topics upon which they con-
verse at their own dinner table. When they return, their only feeling is one of
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relief at having done with the boredom of expensive locomotion. Other men
wherever they go see what is characteristic, make the acquaintance of people
who typify the locality, observe whatever is of interest either historically or
socially, eat the food of the country, learn its manners and its language, and
come home with a new stock of pleasant thoughts for winter evenings.

In all these different situations the man who has the zest for life has the
advantage over the man who has none. Even unpleasant experiences have
their uses to him. I am glad to have smelt a Chinese crowd and a Sicilian vil-
lage, though I cannot pretend that my pleasure was very great at the moment.
Adventurous men enjoy shipwrecks, mutinies, earthquakes, conflagrations,
and all kinds of unpleasant experiences, provided they do not go so far as to
impair health. They say to themselves in an earthquake, for example, “So
that is what an earthquake is like,” and it gives them pleasure to have their
knowledge of the world increased by this new item. It would not be true to
say that such men are not at the mercy of fate, for if they should lose their
health they would be very likely to lose their zest at the same time, though
this is by no means certain. I have known men die at the end of years of slow
torture, and yet retain their zest almost till the last moment. Some forms of ill
health destroy zest, others do not. I do not know whether the biochemists are
able as yet to distinguish between these kinds. Perhaps when biochemistry
has made further advances we shall all be able to take tablets that will ensure
our feeling an interest in everything, but until that day comes we are com-
pelled to depend upon common-sense observation of life to judge what are
the causes that enable some men to take an interest in everything, while
compelling others to take an interest in nothing. . . .

. . . It will be remembered that among our different types at the banquet
we included the gormandizer, whom we were not prepared to praise. The
reader may think that the man with zest whom we have been praising does not
differ in any definable way from the gormandizer. The time has come when we
must try to make the distinction between the two types more definite.

The ancients, as every one knows, regarded moderation as one of the
essential virtues. Under the influence of romanticism and the French Revolu-
tion this view was abandoned by many, and overmastering passions were
admired, even if, like those of Byron’s heroes, they were of a destructive and
antisocial kind. The ancients, however, were clearly in the right. In the good
life there must be a balance between different activities, and no one of them
must be carried so far as to make the others impossible. The gormandizer
sacrifices all other pleasures to that of eating, and by so doing diminishes the
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total happiness of his life. Many other passions besides eating may be car-
ried to a like excess. . . .

. . . The principle in these matters is fairly obvious. All our separate
tastes and desires have to fit into the general framework of life. If they are to
be a source of happiness they must be compatible with health, with the affec-
tion of those whom we love, and with the respect of the society in which we
live. Some passions can be indulged to almost any extent without passing
beyond these limits, others cannot. The man, let us say, who loves chess, if
he happens to be a bachelor with independent means, need not restrict his
passion in any degree, whereas if he has a wife and children and no indepen-
dent means, he will have to restrict it very severely. The dipsomaniac and the
gormandizer, even if they have no social ties, are unwise from a self-regard-
ing point of view, since their indulgence interferes with health, and gives
them hours of misery in return for minutes of pleasure. Certain things form a
framework within which any separate passion must live if it is not to become
a source of misery. Such things are health, the general possession of one’s
faculties, a sufficient income to provide for necessaries, and the most essen-
tial social duties, such as those towards wife and children. The man who sac-
rifices these things for chess is essentially as bad as the dipsomaniac. The
only reason we do not condemn him so severely is that he is much less com-
mon and that only a man of somewhat rare abilities is likely to be carried
away by absorption in so intellectual a game. The Greek formula of modera-
tion practically covers these cases. The man who likes chess sufficiently to
look forward throughout his working day to the game that he will play in the
evening is fortunate, but the man who gives up work in order to play chess
all day has lost the virtue of moderation. It is recorded that Tolstoy, in his
younger and unregenerate days, was awarded the military cross for valor in
the field, but when the time came for him to be presented with it, he was so
absorbed in a game of chess that he decided not to go. We can hardly find
fault with Tolstoy on this account, since to him it might well be a matter of
indifference whether he won military decorations or not; but in a lesser man
such an act would have been one of folly.

As a limitation upon the doctrine that has just been set forth, it ought to
be admitted that some performances are considered so essentially noble as to
justify the sacrifice of everything else on their behalf. The man who loses his
life in the defense of his country is not blamed if thereby his wife and chil-
dren are left penniless. The man who is engaged in experiments with a view
to some great scientific discovery or invention is not blamed afterwards for
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the poverty that he has made his family endure, provided that his efforts are
crowned with ultimate success. If, however, he never succeeds in making the
discovery or the invention that he was attempting, public opinion condemns
him as a crank, which seems unfair, since no one in such an enterprise can be
sure of success in advance. During the first millennium of the Christian era a
man who abandoned his family for a saintly life was praised, though nowa-
days it would be held that he ought to make some provision for them. . . .

. . . Genuine zest, not the sort that is really a search for oblivion, is part
of the natural make-up of human beings except in so far as it has been
destroyed by unfortunate circumstances. Young children are interested in
almost everything that they see and hear; the world is full of surprises to
them, and they are  perpetually engaged with ardor in the pursuit of knowl-
edge, not, of course, of scholastic knowledge, but of the sort that consists in
acquiring familiarity with the objects that attract their attention. Animals,
even when adult, retain their zest provided they are in health. A cat in an
unfamiliar room will not sit down until it has sniffed at every comer on the
off chance that there may be a smell of mouse somewhere. The man who has
never been fundamentally thwarted will retain his natural interest in the
external world, and so long as he retains it he will find life pleasant unless
his liberty is unduly curtailed. Loss of zest in civilized society is very largely
due to the restrictions upon liberty which are essential to our way of life. The
savage hunts when he is hungry, and in so doing is obeying a direct impulse.
The man who goes to his work every morning at a certain hour is actuated
fundamentally by the same impulse, namely the need to secure a living, but
in his case the impulse does not operate directly and at the moment when it is
felt; it operates indirectly through abstractions, beliefs and volitions. At the
moment when the man starts off to his work he is not feeling hungry, since
he has just had his breakfast. He merely knows that hunger will recur, and
that going to his work is a means of satisfying future hunger. Impulses are
irregular, whereas habits, in a civilized society, have to be regular. Among
savages, even collective enterprises, in so far as they exist, are spontaneous
and impulsive. When the tribe is going to war the tom-tom rouses military
ardor, and herd excitement inspires each individual to the necessary activity.
Modern enterprises cannot be managed in this way. When a train has to be
started at a given moment it is impossible to inspire the porters, the engine
driver and the signalman by means of barbaric music. Each of them must do
his job merely because it has to be done. Their motive, that is to say, is indi-
rect: they have no impulse towards the activity, but only towards the ultimate
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reward of the activity. A great deal of social life has the same defect. People
converse with each other, not from any wish to do so, but because of some
ultimate benefit that they hope to derive from coöperation. At every moment
of life the civilized man is hedged about by restrictions of impulse: if he hap-
pens to feel cheerful he must not sing or dance in the street, while if he hap-
pens to feel sad he must not sit on the pavement and weep, for fear of
obstructing pedestrian traffic. In youth his liberty is restricted at school, in
adult life it is restricted throughout his working hours. All this makes zest
more difficult to retain, for the continual restraint tends to produce weariness
and boredom. Nevertheless, a civilized society is impossible without a very
considerable degree of restraint upon spontaneous impulse, since sponta-
neous impulse will only produce the simplest forms of social coöperation,
not those highly complex forms which modern economic organization
demands. In order to rise above these obstacles to zest a man needs health
and superabundant energy, or else, if he has that good fortune, work that he
finds interesting on its own account. Health, so far as statistics can show, has
been steadily improving in all civilized countries during the last hundred
years, but energy is more difficult to measure, and I am doubtful whether
physical vigor in moments of health is as great as it was formerly. The prob-
lem here is to a great extent a social problem, and as such I do not propose to
discuss it in the present volume. The problem has, however, a personal and
psychological aspect which we have already discussed in connection with
fatigue. Some men retain their zest in spite of the handicaps of civilized life,
and many men could do so if they were free from the inner psychological
conflicts upon which a great part of their energy is expended. Zest demands
energy more than sufficient for the necessary work, and this in turn demands
the smooth working of the psychological machine. Of the causes promoting
the smooth working I shall have more to say in later chapters. . . .

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

WORK

Whether work should be placed among the causes of happiness or among the
causes of unhappiness may perhaps be regarded as a doubtful question.
There is certainly much work which is exceedingly irksome, and an excess
of work is always very painful. I think, however, that, provided work is not
excessive in amount, even the dullest work is to most people less painful
than idleness. There are in work all grades, from mere relief of tedium up to
the profoundest delights, according to the nature of the work and the abilities
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of the worker. Most of the work that most people have to do is not in itself
interesting, but even such work has certain great advantages. To begin with,
it fills a good many hours of the day without the need of deciding what one
shall do. Most people, when they are left free to fill their own time according
to their own choice, are at a loss to think of anything sufficiently pleasant to
be worth doing. And whatever they decide on, they are troubled by the feel-
ing that something else would have been pleasanter. To be able to fill leisure
intelligently is the last product of civilization, and at present very few people
have reached this level. Moreover the exercise of choice is in itself tiresome.
Except to people with unusual initiative it is positively agreeable to be told
what to do at each hour of the day, provided the orders are not too unpleas-
ant. Most of the idle rich suffer unspeakable boredom as the price of their
freedom from drudgery. At times they may find relief by hunting big game in
Africa, or by flying round the world, but the number of such sensations is
limited, especially after youth is past. Accordingly the more intelligent rich
men work nearly as hard as if they were poor, while rich women for the most
part keep themselves busy with innumerable trifles of whose earth-shaking
importance they are firmly persuaded.

Work therefore is desirable, first and foremost, as a preventive of bore-
dom, for the boredom that a man feels when he is doing necessary though
uninteresting work is as nothing in comparison with the boredom that he
feels when he has nothing to do with his days. With this advantage of work
another is associated, namely that it makes holidays much more delicious
when they come. Provided a man does not have to work so hard as to impair
his vigor, he is likely to find far more zest in his free time than an idle man
could possibly find.

The second advantage of most paid work and of some unpaid work is
that it gives chances of success and opportunities for ambition. In most work
success is measured by income, and while our capitalistic society continues,
this is inevitable. It is only where the best work is concerned that this mea-
sure ceases to be the natural one to apply. The desire that men feel to
increase their income is quite as much a desire for success as for the extra
comforts that a higher income can procure. However dull work may be, it
becomes bearable if it is a means of building up a reputation, whether in the
world at large or only in one’s own circle. Continuity of purpose is one of the
most essential ingredients of happiness in the long run, and for most men
this comes chiefly through their work. In this respect those women whose
lives are occupied with housework are much less fortunate than men, or than
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women who work outside the home. The domesticated wife does not receive
wages, has no means of bettering herself, is taken for granted by her husband
(who sees practically nothing of what she does), and is valued by him not for
her housework but for quite other qualities. Of course this does not apply to
those women who are sufficiently well-to-do to make beautiful houses and
beautiful gardens and become the envy of their neighbors; but such women
are comparatively few, and for the great majority housework cannot bring as
much satisfaction as work of other kinds brings to men and to professional
women.

The satisfaction of killing time and of affording some outlet, however
modest, for ambition, belongs to most work, and is sufficient to make even a
man whose work is dull happier on the average than a man who has no work
at all. But when work is interesting, it is capable of giving satisfaction of a
far higher order than mere relief from tedium. The kinds of work in which
there is some interest may be arranged in a hierarchy. I shall begin with those
which are only mildly interesting and end with those that are worthy to
absorb the whole energies of a great man.

Two chief elements make work interesting: first, the exercise of skill,
and second, construction.

Every man who has acquired some unusual skill enjoys exercising it
until it has become a matter of course, or until he can no longer improve
himself. This motive to activity begins in early childhood: a boy who can
stand on his head becomes reluctant to stand on his feet. A great deal of work
gives the same pleasure that is to be derived from games of skill. The work
of a lawyer or a politician must contain in a more delectable form a great
deal of the same pleasure that is to be derived from playing bridge. Here of
course there is not only the exercise of skill but the outwitting of a skilled
opponent where this competitive element is absent, however, the perfor-
mance of difficult feats is agreeable. A man who can do stunts in an aëro-
plane finds the pleasure so great that for the sake of it he is willing to risk his
life. I imagine that an able surgeon, in spite of the painful circumstances in
which his work is done, derives satisfaction from the exquisite precision of
his operations. The same kind of pleasure, though in a less intense form, is to
be derived from a great deal of work of a humbler kind. All skilled work can
be pleasurable, provided the skill required is either variable or capable of
indefinite improvement. If these conditions are absent, it will cease to be
interesting when a man has acquired his maximum skill. A man who runs
three-mile races will cease to find pleasure in this occupation when he passes
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the age at which he can beat his own previous record. Fortunately there is a
very considerable amount of work in which new circumstances call for new
skill and a man can go on improving, at any rate until he has reached middle
age. In some kinds of skilled work, such as politics, for example, it seems
that men are at their best between sixty and seventy, the reason being that in
such occupations a wide experience of other men is essential. For this reason
successful politicians are apt to be happier at the age of seventy than any
other men of equal age. Their only competitors in this respect are the men
who are the heads of big businesses.

There is, however, another element possessed by the best work, which is
even more important as a source of happiness than is the exercise of skill.
This is the element of constructiveness. In some work, though by no means
in most, something is built up which remains as a monument when the work
is completed. We may distinguish construction from destruction by the fol-
lowing criterion. In construction the initial state of affairs is comparatively
haphazard, while the final state of affairs embodies a purpose: in destruction
the reverse is the case; the initial state of affairs embodies a purpose, while
the final state of affairs is haphazard, that is to say, all that is intended by the
destroyer is to produce a state of affairs which does not embody a certain
purpose. This criterion applies in the most literal and obvious case, namely
the construction and destruction of buildings. In constructing a building a
previously made plan is carried out, whereas in destroying it no one decides
exactly how the materials are to lie when the demolition is complete.
Destruction is of course necessary very often as a preliminary to subsequent
construction; in that case it is part of a whole which is constructive. But not
infrequently a man will engage in activities of which the purpose is destruc-
tive without regard to any construction that may come after. Frequently he
will conceal this from himself by the belief that he is only sweeping away in
order to build afresh, but it is generally possible to unmask this pretense,
when it is a pretense, by asking him what the subsequent construction is to
be. On this subject it will be found that he will speak vaguely and without
enthusiasm, whereas on the preliminary destruction he has spoken precisely
and with zest. This applies to not a few revolutionaries and militarists and
other apostles of violence. They are actuated, usually without their own
knowledge, by hatred: the destruction of what they hate is their real purpose,
and they are comparatively indifferent to the question what is to come after
it. Now I cannot deny that in the work of destruction as in the work of con-
struction there may be joy. It is a fiercer joy, perhaps at moments more
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intense, but it is less profoundly satisfying, since the result is one in which
little satisfaction is to be found. You kill your enemy, and when he is dead
your occupation is gone, and the satisfaction that you derive from victory
quickly fades. The work of construction, on the other hand, when completed
is delightful to contemplate, and moreover is never so fully completed that
there is nothing further to do about it. The most satisfactory purposes are
those that lead on indefinitely from one success to another without ever com-
ing to a dead end; and in this respect it will be found that construction is a
greater source of happiness than destruction. Perhaps it would be more cor-
rect to say that those who find satisfaction in construction find in it greater
satisfaction than the lovers of destruction can find in destruction, for if once
you have become filled with hate you will not easily derive from construc-
tion the pleasure which another man would derive from it.

At the same time few things are so likely to cure the habit of hatred as
the opportunity to do constructive work of an important kind.

The satisfaction to be derived from success in a great constructive enter-
prise is one of the most massive that life has to offer, although unfortunately
in its highest forms it is open only to men of exceptional ability. Nothing can
rob a man of the happiness of successful achievement in an important piece
of work, unless it be the proof that after all his work was bad. There are
many forms of such satisfaction. The man who by a scheme of irrigation has
caused the wilderness to blossom like the rose enjoys it in one of its most
tangible forms. The creation of an organization may be a work of supreme
importance. So is the work of those few statesmen who have devoted their
lives to producing order out of chaos, of whom Lenin is the supreme type in
our day. The most obvious examples are artists and men of science. Shake-
speare says of his verse: “So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, so
long lives this.” And it cannot be doubted that the thought consoled him for
misfortune. In his sonnets he maintains that the thought of his friend recon-
ciled him to life, but I cannot help suspecting that the sonnets he wrote to his
friend were even more effective for this purpose than the friend himself.
Great artists and great men of science do work which is in itself delightful;
while they are doing it, it secures them the respect of those whose respect is
worth having, which gives them the most fundamental kind of power,
namely, power over men’s thoughts and feelings. They have also the most
solid reasons for thinking well of themselves. This combination of fortunate
circumstances ought, one would think, to be enough to make any man happy.
Nevertheless it is not so. Michael Angelo, for example, was a profoundly
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unhappy man, and maintained (not, I am sure, with truth) that he would not
have troubled to produce works of art if he had not had to pay the debts of
his impecunious relations. The power to produce great art is very often,
though by no means always, associated with a temperamental unhappiness,
so great that but for the joy which the artist derives from his work, he would
be driven to suicide. We cannot, therefore, maintain that even the greatest
work must make a man happy; we can only maintain that it must make him
less unhappy. Men of science, however, are far less often temperamentally
unhappy than artists are, and in the main the men who do great work in sci-
ence are happy men, whose happiness is derived primarily from their work.

One of the causes of unhappiness among intellectuals in the present day
is that so many of them, especially those whose skill is literary, find no
opportunity for the independent exercise of their talents, but have to hire
themselves out to rich corporations directed by Philistines, who insist upon
their producing what they themselves regard as pernicious nonsense. If you
were to inquire among journalists in either England or America whether they
believed in the policy of the newspaper for which they worked, you would
find, I believe, that only a small minority do so; the rest, for the sake of a
livelihood, prostitute their skill to purposes which they believe to be harm-
ful. Such work cannot bring any real satisfaction, and in the course of recon-
ciling himself to the doing of it, a man has to make himself so cynical that he
can no longer derive whole-hearted satisfaction from anything whatever. I
cannot condemn men who undertake work of this sort, since starvation is too
serious an alternative, but I think that where it is possible to do work that is
satisfactory to a man’s constructive impulses without entirely starving, he
will be well advised from the point of view of his own happiness if he
chooses it in preference to work much more highly paid but not seeming to
him worth doing on its own account. Without self-respect genuine happiness
is scarcely possible. And the man who is ashamed of his work can hardly
achieve self-respect.

The satisfaction of constructive work, though it may, as things are, be
the privilege of a minority, can nevertheless be the privilege of a quite large
minority. Any man who is his own master in his work can feel it; so can any
man whose work appears to him useful and requires considerable skill. The
production of satisfactory children is a difficult constructive work capable of
affording profound satisfaction. Any woman who has achieved this can feel
that as a result of her labor the world contains something of value which it
would not otherwise contain.
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Human beings differ profoundly in regard to the tendency to regard their
lives as a whole. To some men it is natural to do so, and essential to happi-
ness to be able to do so with some satisfaction. To others life is a series of
detached incidents without directed movement and without unity. I think the
former sort are more likely to achieve happiness than the latter, since they
will gradually build up those circumstances from which they can derive con-
tentment and self-respect, whereas the others will be blown about by the
winds of circumstance now this way, now that, without ever arriving at any
haven. The habit of viewing life as a whole is an essential part both of wis-
dom and of true morality, and is one of the things which ought to be encour-
aged in education. Consistent purpose is not enough to make life happy, but
it is an almost indispensable condition of a happy life. And consistent pur-
pose embodies itself mainly in work.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE HAPPY MAN

Happiness, as is evident, depends partly upon external circumstances and
partly upon oneself. We have been concerned in this volume with the part
which depends upon oneself, and we have been led to the view that so far as
this part is concerned the recipe for happiness is a very simple one. It is
thought by many that happiness is impossible without a creed of a more or
less religious kind. It is thought by many who are themselves unhappy that
their sorrows have complicated and highly intellectualized sources. I do not
believe that such things are genuine causes of either happiness or unhappi-
ness; I think they are only symptoms. The man who is unhappy will, as a
rule, adopt an unhappy creed, while the man who is happy will adopt a
happy creed; each may attribute his happiness or unhappiness to his beliefs,
while the real causation is the other way round. Certain things are indispens-
able to the happiness of most men, but these are simple things: food and
shelter, health, love successful work and the respect of one’s own herd. To
some people parenthood also is essential. Where these things are lacking,
only the exceptional man can achieve happiness; but where they are enjoyed,
or can be obtained by well-directed effort, the man who is still unhappy is
suffering from some psychological maladjustment which, if it is very grave,
may need the services of a psychiatrist, but can in ordinary cases be cured by
the patient himself, provided he sets about the matter in the right way. Where
outward circumstances are not definitely unfortunate, a man should be able
to achieve happiness, provided that his passions and interests are directed
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outward, not inward. It should be our endeavor, therefore, both in education
and in attempts to adjust ourselves to the world, to aim at avoiding self-cen-
tered passions and at acquiring those affections and those interests which
will prevent our thoughts from dwelling perpetually upon ourselves. It is not
the nature of most men to be happy in a prison, and the passions which shut
us up in ourselves constitute one of the worst kinds of prisons. Among such
passions some of the commonest are fear, envy, the sense of sin, self-pity
and self-admiration. In all these our desires are centered upon ourselves:
there is no genuine interest in the outer world, but only a concern lest it
should in some way injure us or fail to feed our ego. Fear is the principal rea-
son why men are so unwilling to admit facts and so anxious to wrap them-
selves round in a warm garment of myth. But the thorns tear the warm
garment and the cold blasts penetrate through the rents, and the man who has
become accustomed to its warmth suffers far more from these blasts than a
man who has hardened himself to them from the first. Moreover, those who
deceive themselves generally know at bottom that they are doing so, and live
in a state of apprehension lest some untoward event should force unwelcome
realizations upon them.

One of the great drawbacks to self centered passions is that they afford
so little variety in life. The man who loves only himself cannot, it is true, be
accused of promiscuity in his affections, but he is bound in the end to suffer
intolerable boredom from the invariable sameness of the object of his devo-
tion. The man who suffers from a sense of sin is suffering from a particular
kind of self-love. In all this vast universe the thing that appears to him of
most importance is that he himself should be virtuous. It is a grave defect in
certain forms of traditional religion that they have encouraged this particular
kind of self-absorption.

The happy man is the man who lives objectively, who has free affec-
tions and wide interests, who secures his happiness through these interests
and affections and through the fact that they, in turn, make him an object of
interest and affection to many others. To be the recipient of affection is a
potent cause of happiness, but the man who demands affection is not the man
upon whom it is bestowed. The man who receives affection is, speaking
broadly, the man who gives it. But it is useless to attempt to give it as a cal-
culation, in the way in which one might lend money at interest, for a calcu-
lated affection is not genuine and is not felt to be so by the recipient.

What then can a man do who is unhappy because he is encased in self?
So long as he continues to think about the causes of his unhappiness, he con-
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tinues to be self-centered and therefore does not get outside the vicious cir-
cle; if he is to get outside it, it must be by genuine interests, not by simulated
interests adopted merely as a medicine. Although this difficulty is real, there
is nevertheless much that he can do if he has rightly diagnosed his trouble. If,
for example, his trouble is due to a sense of sin, conscious or unconscious,
he can first persuade his conscious mind that he has no reason to feel sinful,
and then proceed, by the kind of technique that we have considered in earlier
chapters, to plant this rational conviction in his unconscious mind, concern-
ing himself meanwhile with some more or less neutral activity. If he suc-
ceeds in dispelling the sense of sin, it is probable that genuinely objective
interests will arise spontaneously. If his trouble is self-pity, he can deal with
it in the same manner after first persuading himself that there is nothing
extraordinarily unfortunate in his circumstances. If fear is his trouble, let him
practice exercises designed to give courage. Courage in war has been recog-
nized from time immemorial as an important virtue, and a great part of the
training of boys and young men has been devoted to producing a type of
character capable of fearlessness in battle. But moral courage and intellec-
tual courage have been much less studied; they also, however, have their
technique. Admit to yourself every day at least one painful truth; you will
find this quite as useful as the Boy Scout’s daily kind action. Teach yourself
to feel that life would still be worth living even if you were not, as of course
you are, immeasurably superior to all your friends in virtue and in intelli-
gence. Exercises of this sort prolonged through several years will at last
enable you to admit facts without flinching, and will, in so doing, free you
from the empire of fear over a very large field.

What the objective interests are to be that will arise in you when you
have overcome the disease of self-absorption must be left to the spontaneous
workings of your nature and of external circumstances. Do not say to your-
self in advance, “I should be happy if I could become absorbed in stamp-col-
lecting,” and thereupon set to work to collect stamps, for it may well happen
that you will fail altogether to find stamp-collecting interesting. Only what
genuinely interests you can be of any use to you, but you may be pretty sure
that genuine objective interests will grow up as soon as you have learnt not
to be immersed in self.

The happy life is to an extraordinary extent the same as the good life.
Professional moralists have made too much of self-denial, and in so doing
have put the emphasis in the wrong place. Conscious self-denial leaves a man
self-absorbed and vividly aware of what he has sacrificed; in consequence it
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fails often of its immediate object and almost always of its ultimate purpose.
What is needed is not self-denial, but that kind of direction of interest outward
which will lead spontaneously and naturally to the same acts that a person
absorbed in the pursuit of his own virtue could only perform by means of con-
scious self-denial. I have written in this book as a hedonist, that is to say, as
one who regards happiness as the good, but the acts to be recommended from
the point of view of the hedonist are on the whole the same as those to be rec-
ommended by the sane moralist. The moralist, however, is too apt, though
this is not, of course, universally true, to stress the act rather than the state of
mind. The effects of an act upon the agent will be widely different, according
to his state of mind at the moment. If you see a child drowning and save it as
the result of a direct impulse to bring help, you will emerge none the worse
morally. If, on the other hand, you say to yourself, “It is the part of virtue to
succor the helpless, and I wish to be a virtuous man, therefore I must save this
child,” you will be an even worse man afterwards than you were before. What
applies in this extreme case, applies in many other instances that are less
obvious.

There is another difference, somewhat more subtle, between the attitude
towards life that I have been recommending and that which is recommended
by the traditional moralists. The traditional moralist, for example, will say
that love should be unselfish. In a certain sense he is right, that is to say, it
should not be selfish beyond a point, but it should undoubtedly be of such a
nature that one’s own happiness is bound up in its success. If a man were to
invite a lady to marry him on the ground that he ardently desired her happi-
ness and at the same time considered that she would afford him ideal oppor-
tunities of self-abnegation, I think it may be doubted whether she would be
altogether pleased. Undoubtedly we should desire the happiness of those
whom we love, but not as an alternative to our own. In fact the whole
antithesis between self and the rest of the world, which is implied in the doc-
trine of self-denial, disappears as soon as we have any genuine interest in
persons or things outside ourselves. Through such interests a man comes to
feel himself part of the stream of life, not a hard separate entity like a billiard
ball, which can have no relation with other such entities except that of colli-
sion. All unhappiness depends upon some kind of disintegration or lack of
integration; there is disintegration within the self through lack of coördina-
tion between the conscious and the unconscious mind; there is lack of inte-
gration between the self and society, where the two are not knit together by
the force of objective interests and affections. The happy man is the man
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who does not suffer from either of these failures of unity, whose personality
is neither divided against itself nor pitted against the world. Such a man feels
himself a citizen of the universe, enjoying freely the spectacle that it offers
and the joys that it affords, untroubled by the thought of death because he
feels himself not really separate from those who will come after him. It is in
such profound instinctive union with the stream of life that the greatest joy is
to be found.

The End
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