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contribute to a better community. Portland has even been good for
idiosyncratic things, such as my soccer addiction: when the Timbers
slice another slab off the victory log, it makes me happy. But am I a

happier person?
My answer to that question is inevitably biased by some of my re-

search experiences. About a decade ago I spent the end of my graduare

school years searching for happiness in unlikely places, including An-

golan refugee camps. Ostensibly I was doing a dissertation in develop-

mental psychology and focusing on the distinct cultural roles of play,
games, and sports for children in marginalized communities. But im-
plicitly, in the guise of social science, I was trying to figure out what it
means to be happy—I was fascinated by the relationships between
human psychology and the circumstances of our lives.

At the time, Angola was a paragon of bad circumstances; it was
rated by the United Nations Children’s Fund as the “worst place in
the world to be a child” thanks to a twenty-seven-year civil war, deci-
mated health care and education systems, and massive income in-
equality. The camps were hardscrabble patches of ruby red dirt and
(quasi-permanent mud-brick homes, teeming with families bereft of
tangible opportunities. And yet, when I asked the refugee youths in
- formal surveys about their psychological well-being, more than three
_.,.quan:crs reported bcmg gcncrally happy. This is nOt meant to roman-




“Pursuing the SCience
e M Mgt

had any focure in aczdcmia. Um usuauy not an carly ¢
’fv Six months in Angofa s ngulafl»y woke gr 4:00 m'a by e
.*Os} to szare for hours at'thc gritty white mesh of iy, mnx&]Uix:\xff!
[isrening €O the iy asrftodtc PEhe tn Luanda olg town, | gtm:‘z:l
appr eciated the experience, and 1 feie dteply Cngaged with the rcxcar: ;1
,nd the communiry, but I couldn’t wai: to leave, ‘
3 place like Oregon to reach classes fy)] of earne
roﬂtg‘: students cager to dlSCtlSS the psycholo
o ; orrunately, for the sake of that discussion, no martter how hard it is to
Jive the science, 2 large and growing body of research has offered me 2
few th [ngs to say.
The modern science of happiness often goes by the name “positive
ychology” and presents itself as an evolution away from psycholo-
; PSZ historical focus on dysfunction—a focus seeded by Freud and fed
3 g 2 desire to help the mentally ill. As University of Pennsylvania psy-
l’w rofessor Martin Seligman, the generally acknowledged
¢ k:g,- of; S psy"h"bgy' framed it in a 2004 conversation with
- F po’ndation, “In the same way I can claim unblushingly that
heFog i eased the ronnage of suffering in
ychology and psychiatry fo e chiatry will in-
“ orld aim is that psychology and maybe psychiatry
themee iness in theworld”
crease the tonnage of happiness hology asa f
The core belief of pos i:wc ‘psycl . new peer-reviewed scientific ioum'a!s
lead the way. In the last decac have appeared, which
of happiness studies and positive psy oy

S inuitions of self-help gurus-
mostly dispense with the anecdotes and inco by e

A Penn
. - University of : oaniza-
Institutions such as the atlgm d U sitive psychology and Of?nﬂ:f
ing degrees ’f’?:c npofion have invested millions O

T, buge durmz;

&;’(. Warm

I waneed to settle in
st and wcli—mcanmg

gy of happincss. And




Section 4 What Makes Us Happy?

2001 Annual Review of Psychology, for example, Rlchar’d RZan and
Edward Deci contrastéd contemporary scholarship taku’lg ’thc he-.
donic approach,” which focuses more on measu:ing f;ub}CCtl‘VC f.cci-
ings of pleasure, with “the endaimonic approach, which emphasizes

the satisfactions of a meaningful life and self-realization.
Each approach tells us something about the human experience of

happiness, but each has its limitations. The hedonic approach, for ex-
ample, risks seeming superficial, while the eudaimonic approach risks
unfair value judgments. From a research perspective, how can I decide
whether someone’s life is meaningful? In most cases researchers get

around the thorny problem of judging meaningful happiness by keep-
ing their measures as general as possible. The most common measures

of what scholars call “subjective well-being” or “subjective happiness”
essentially just ask people to define it for themselves, responding on a
scale of 1 to 7 to prompts such as, “In general, I consider myself not a
very happy person” (1) to “In general, I consider myself a very happy
person” (7). A researcher can then aggregate results and suggest vari-
ables that do and do not correlate with happiness.

- Whar those results rarely report is that most people in most places
subjectively perceive themselves to be reasonably happy. For example,
in her book 7he How of Happiness, University of California psychol-
- ogy professor Sonja Lyubomirsky mentions in passing, amidst various
- prescriptions for becoming happier, that the average adult scores
j ,-.étql,mdv,5,6. on her 7-point,scalc;‘collcgc students score lower—only
~around Soutof7. | G .
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Combining the results of that study with findings from more
recent research, Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert, in 2 2004 TED
conference talk, went so far as to say, “If it happened over three months
ago, with a few exceptions, it has no impact on our happiness.” This
phenomenon has been much discussed and is occasionally controver-
sial among psychologists, even garnering its own scientific-sounding
name “hedonic adaptation,” or sometimes, the “hedonic treadmill.”
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The idea is that the more steps we take in our pursuit of happiness, the
more we stay in the same placc. There is, for example, an old newspa-
per poll finding that when you ask people making less than $30,000
per year how much income it would take to fulfill their dreams, they
say $50,000. But when you ask people making just over $100,000 the
same question, they say it would take $250,000. The technical terms
for these ever-adjusting dreams are “relative deprivation” or “reference
anxiety.” The more human term is “jealousy.” The end result is the
same: we adapt.

Is this good news or bad news? Probabl)i a bit of both. Our psy-
chological ability to adapt means we can often cope better th‘analwc
might expect with many of life’s inevirable challenges, but it also
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community? Suffer tragedy? Make a lot of money? Have a ful.ﬁl lfng
n? Cheer for the winning

spiritual life? Make an artistic contributio
» I could try to learn about all

team? Get soft, wet kisses from a puppy : i
that, but I don’t need to. If 'm trying to make a statistical prediction of

their future happiness, all I need to know is how happy they are now.
Researchers studying happiness sometimes talk about this phenom-
enon as a genetic “set point” for happiness, or perhaps a deeply rooted

psychological dynamic—an emotional predisposition around which
we vary from time to time, but to which we usually recurn. The idea of

living in Oregon may have once made me happy, but based on my own
predispositions, I might as well be back in Illinois or (shiver) Ohio.

Fortunately, however, the story is not quite that simple: the set
point is, if anything, a set range within which there is much room for

negotiation. As such, positive psychologists such as Sonja Lyubom-
irsky assert that although something around half of our happiness is
determined by hardwired dispositions, another forty percent is shaped
by voluntary activities. Of course, that means a mere ten percent is
down to the circumstances of our lives. In fact, in my reading, the
science of happiness has as much to say about what is not likely to
make us happy as what is.

- Take money, for example. The voluminous (and sometimes con-
 troversial) research on wealth suggests that having more money cor-
, ,frelg;cs. with happiness only up to a point. Being very poor creates
. hards!nps that can affect well-being, and having enough money to
- satisfy basic needs is important. But beyond a certain point (which
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people with children are no happier than people without children
(unless, some research suggests, the childless people wanted to have
children but couldn’t). Children bring joys, but they also bring bur-

dens and anxieties. The fact that we are convinced children will make

us happy may just be another peculiar trick of human nature. As
Daniel Gilbere explained to Harvard Magazine, “Imagine a species

that figured out that children don’t make you happy. . . We have a
word for that species: extinct. There is a conspiracy between genes and
culture to keep us in the dark about the real sources of happiness.”
Most of the modern science exploring the source of real happiness
seems to come back to a formulation that Freud famously (and perhaps

apocryphally) proposed a century ago: love and work. Love, in its

broadest definition as healchy social relationships and .mea'mmgfu; 1}::-
seems to matter. Social isolation is one 0 t e
al healch problems. Being
£ the best predictors of
ut in our

i R s S A b B SRt gkl S T R

terpersonal engagements,

best predicrors of depression and other ment
' ' i ¢o

Married and having friends, however, 19 on

0

e w love can play

well-bei : e ances to ho .
being. There are many n connected to people mateers:

; 1t the most I, being ,
wc%}:’:; a;tg: 2:&::5:?::;:;23 wich meaningful projects that ofit

purpose, also seems




¥
g

section 4 What Makes Us Happy:

wve to be a remunerative
important Work does not have to ] g Job—, L
In P 5 : e
: P‘; onsibilitics comnunity VOIURTEETing, arjg;, pr
2 v rcs “ . % : :: .
family resp best it allows us to cultivate our e
o

ik at its 5
and the like. But l %
i urseives.

contribute to something larger tl:aan ou :
Orther staistical correlates of happiness often seem ¢, o

healthy balance of these broa .
¢ that religious people are happier than ¢} e

ligion often involves interper
erso

d categories. There is, for exampc :
’ (,”“.

vincing evidenc
gious, but this may be because re
connections within a community and a larger sense of purpo 3

lives. It may also be the case that religion does not so my}, ik

people happy as happy people tend to be attracted to religion_
ing out the causal nature of these relationships is always as an

nal

art as it is a science.
The presence of fulfilling love and meaningful work may 45 4,

conducive to the types of voluntary activities that positive psychol.
gists like to prescribe for those looking to increase their levels of hyp-
piness. Practices such as showing gratitude to others, intcntiomfiy
savoring small daily pleasures, and spending time in activities thar use
our personal strengths seem to have a significant impact on how v
subjectively feel about ourselves and our lives.

So does this kind of descriptive science give us a road map to hap
piness? Should I'just tell my students to stay connected to the peopk
they love, worry a little less about money, find work that offers ther?
sense of purpose, think twice before ha,ving kids, go to church, and
give thanks for their blessings? Maybe I should—but I can® I mnay
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Yet, even if we could have it all, even if we recognize happiness as
dependent upon seemingly valorous statistical correlates such as
healthy relationships, purposeful work, and making meaningful con-
cributions to a community, there is room for critique. In fact, social
critics including Barbara Ehrenreich, in Bright Sided: How Positive
Thinking Is Undermining America, and Chris Hedges, in Empire
of llusion, argue that positive psychology and the modern pursuit of
happiness are ultimately related to some of the deepest problems of
modern society. Do you think gaping economic inequalities, unjust
wars, and ferocious un/underemployment are problems? Don’t worry,
be happy.

[ appreciate the critics’ perspectives and worry that adopting the
baser tenets of positive psychology can blind us individl‘la?ll.y- to
broader social problems, but I also can’t help but think that criticizing
the pursuit of happiness is an oversimplification. Indeed, somctm::s
remind my students that the founding documents C?f 0‘; c:i’“;:t-z
pointedly do not suggest that happiness icselfis an mall)lcr;; :ingthcir
only its pursuit. So perhaps the pursuit is che thing. et f};a b
vast wisdom the founders offered us the primary lesson © PP
that it is a process rather than an QRECORIS: hey “just want to be

So when 1 overhear my students sa).rmg : fy ositive psychology
happy,” 1 like to imagine chat the new Slefn‘fﬁ B pch°1 ogy professor
can help them. As University of Virginia Ps
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Jonachan Haid poines out in The Hlappiness Hypothesss, the reseyry
on happiness ultimately distills into the wm: words of Shakﬂm’t
~There is nothing cither good or bad, but thinking makes it 5o, And
for me. I've come to realize, there are ways in which thinking jeself
makes me happy. |

In perhaps a final irony of my research experience, I often rem;.
nisce happily about that angst-ridden experience in Angola. I reca]]
long days of equatorial sun glistening off the distant Atlantic Ocean,
crafting amateur Portuguese into conversations with Angolans who
challenged me, with their strength amidst adversity, to separate psy-
chological well-being from structural well-being. And I think about
long days in Oregon classrooms with the Willamette River flowingin
the distance, hoping for chances to convey those experiences to stu-
dents in ways that might challenge them to reconsider what it means
to “just be happy.” Happiness,  want to tell them, is more complicated
than it sounds—but it is also much more interesting.




