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Can you turn yourself into a happier person? How is bliss to
be found? The first step might be to stop looking for it.

Happiness is...

APPINESS, LIKE DEATH AND THE SUN,

cannot be stared at directly. Turn

to look at it and it disappears. We

know when we’re unhappy, irritable,
angry, depressed, but we realise we’re happy only
when it’s over and has become a memory. Yet still
we seek happiness, as if it is a thing hidden from
us, or a place we are trying to reach. In the United
States Constitution, “the pursuit of happiness”
sounds like the hunt for a half-wild animal.

There are professors of happiness, laughter
clinics, learned studies, scientists dissecting the
brain in search of the site of contentment, just as
anatomists used to hunt for the human soul. We
have “happy drugs” such as Prozac. We have
come to think of happiness as our right.

At Harvard University recently, a psychologist
called Daniel Gilbert published his research
on how one’s “emotional barometers”
function. His study — based on questioning
more than 100 university professors, before
and after they found out whether they had
achieved tenure — casts a strange light on
our ability to achieve happiness, and our
stubborn refusal to change.

Gilbert’s professors all expected to be

' T L R T At

happier; in fact, after the initial elation (often
allied with a wild spending spree), they settle back
into their average mood. If they were glum before,
they were glum after. If they were tranquil before,
then they were tranquil again.

That old saying seems proved: money can’t
buy happiness. A book that is causing a stir in
the US makes the same point. Robert Franks’s
Lusxcury Fever: Why Money Fails to Satisfy in an
Era of Excess claims that two decades of rapidly
increasing affluence and lavish spending has not
made anyone any happier. Clearly, retail therapy
doesn’t work for long.

Franks believes that the Western world has gone
on a spending spree that has trickled down from
the very rich to the middle and even lower-middle
economic classes — what was once a luxury

people had suffered from serious mental illness.

Drug use, violent crimes and compulsive
behaviour such as bulimia, anorexia and gambling
are all on the increase, as is the suicide rare.
James quotes Freud: depression is the rule, not
the exception.

He points to many reasons for our misery: we
might all be richer, but the gulf between rich and
poor is growing; divorce is like an emotional
world war; unemployment reduces the sense of
self-esteem and purpose; young people grow up
so quickly, often so brutally, that they lose the
gradualness of childhood. We feel let down by
love and by our own aspirations, argues James.
Even when we succeed, we feel we have failed.

What is this happiness of which James, Franks
or Gilbert talk? The affluent of the West live in a
therapy culture; even those of us who have not
lain on the couch are soaked in the language of
self-consciousness, fulfilment, self-knowledge.

We have learnt to expect things our ancestors
never sought. We look inside ourselves for the
reasons for our dissatisfaction. Our life becomes
a journey of self-discovery and our ambition is
to find happiness along the way.

And how, even if you know what it means, do
you measure happiness? Certainly, you don’t find it
by looking at it, any more than you find sleep, say.
Happiness is a by-product; it lies in the margins of
the day, between the lines. It is the shadow thrown ’
by something else. In therapy, you can discover,
sometimes, reasons for personal pain and incapacity
and through understanding gain control over your
life, but you can’t find contentment.

People are never happy when they are
dwelling upon themselves. In all the
research into happiness, what emerges is
that when people say they are happy, they
are almost always busy, and caught up in
activity, Employed people are far more
likely to be happy than the unemployed,
which is only partly to do with income.

Fccentrics are contented because they
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on how one’s “emotional barometers”
function. His study — based on questioning
more than 100 university professors, before
and after they found out whether they had
achieved tenure — casts a strange light on
our ability to achieve happiness, and our
stubborn refusal to change.

Gilbert’s professors all expected to be
quite happy if they got tenure and rather
unhappy if they did not. In both cases, they
were wrong. Those who succeeded were
happy for a while, but not as happy as they
had expected to be. And those who failed
were not as unhappy as they had predicted.

Moreover, there seems to be a baseline
for one’s state of mind. We may feel euphoria
or misery for a bit, but we soon return to
our usual level. The discontented remain
s0; the sunny-natured continue cheerful.
The change in circumstances, however
violent, merely causes a blip in the
predictable graph of our lives.

This can be read as good news or bad: it’s not
easier to make ourselves happier, but neither is it
difficult to cheer ourselves up. “Most people are
reasonably happy most of the time,” said Gilbert,
“and most events do little to change that for
long.” We are dogged dwellers in our normal
states of mind. .

Many examples prove Gilbert’s phlegmatic
philosophy of “reasonable happiness”, some more
momentous than promotion at work. People who
were tested for Huntington’s disease or HIV
infection expected to be devastated if the news
were bad but, extraordinarily, most were not.
What was most distressing was uncertainty: those
who decided out of fear not to be tested fared
worse than any other group.

Lottery winners might expect to be made

becomes an expectation. Its absence is a source of
dissatisfaction. Bigger houses, better cars, more
luxurious holidays, less time with family or
friends, more time on the couch. Can we ever
have enough? The answer seems to be no — even
too much is never enough.

British psychologist Oliver James goes further
than Robert Franks or Daniel Gilbert. In his book
Britain on the Couch: Why We Are Unbappier
Compared with 1950, Despite Being Richer, he
argues that more of us are depressed now than 50
years ago, even though we are markedly better off.

An analysis of 39,000 people from eight
countries concluded that 25-year-olds were
three times more likely to suffer from depression
now; that in Britain cases of mild depression
had risen from 22 per cent to 31 per cent of
the population; that in America 20 per cent of

life, but you can’t tind contentuwnt.

dwelling upon themselves. In all the
rescarch into happiness, what cmerges is
that when people say they are happy, they
are almost always busy, and caught up in
activity. Employed people are far more
likely to be happy than the unemployed,
which is only partly to do with income.

Eccentrics are contented because they
become so engaged with their obsessive
pursuits. Cheerful children are thosec who
disappear into their play.

In other words, happiness comes when
you lose yourself. In these moments of
euphoric forgetfulness, when we are no
longer dwelling upon ourselves, we find
what we cannot ever grasp when we are
consciously trying to do so. And perhaps it
follows, therefore, that our introspection
chases away happiness. Perhaps we are, or
feel we are, less happy today because we
are trying so hard to be more so.

In days gone by, people didn’t think happiness
was their right — partly because they didn’t have the
time, but also because life used to have God at its
centre. Life was a waiting room. Even when it was
full of pain and deprivation, it had a purpose. But
today few people have that kind of faith. It is what
happens when we’re alive that matters. In a godless
world, we ponder life’s meaning. If there is no
immortal happiness, we have to find it here, now.

You want to be happy? Don’t buy a lottery
ticket or blow your savings on a holiday. Instead,
clear out that cupboard that’s been getting you
down, make that awkward phone call you’ve been
putting off. Research suggests it will make you
happier. And even if the research is wrong, at least
you’ll end up with a clean cupboard rather than a
worthless lottery ticket. |
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ONE OF THE MOST TA | D ABOUT AND
HIGHLY ACCLAIMED |C)VIES OF THE DECADE.

Like it's predecessor KOYAANISQATSI, Godfrey Reggio’s i
eco-doc is a visually stunning look at our world.This time he focuses on the
Third World (filmed in Brazil, Egypt, Hong Kong, India, Kenya, Nepal, and'Peru)
and it’s domination by Western culture.The often breathtaking and
inspirational imagery set to a score by Philip Glass using choirs and ;
instrumentation from African and Latin American music - some of which
Peter Weir re-used for THE TRUMAN SHOW. .

In POWAQQATSI, Glass's score is less intense, more symphonic and melodious.
The main theme is one of the most beautiful and inspiring pieces of music
ever heard. Like Ravel's Bolero, it seems designed for meditation, as though
each tonal range was aimed at a specific chakra. POWAQQATS! is simply. |

t?‘ne most thought provoking movie ever made.

e ‘5\"’-&*}5-;:_.,:" == POWAQQATSIisa Hopi Native Arhierican
SRlia . " =i word for an entity or a way of life that

1—eensumes the life forces of-other

! beings in order to further its own life.

! From the west Indian focusof |

| KOYAANISQATSI, POWAQQATS! shifts to east

! Indian. The emphasis isn't on the clash between

| technology and mankind but the stronger bond between

mankind and his planet. :

gy :dp “aacrhan S I
G g e “ B 1
3 o == TR
3 .EE{
g 1" o

LIFE IN %TBANSH]HMMIIIN @ L____

SYONEY  RVZXTONTUY | MELBOURNE ENSRE@IRN
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18 TUESDAY, 22 JUNE, 1999

Coming full circle: the world's largest Ferris wheel is'starting to'take shape on the Thames, The £20 million, S00ft high structure,
being built horizontally on seven platforms, will offer breathtaking views across London when it opens to the public next January
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please join us for the unveilling of

HOWARD ARKLEY : DRIVE-BY ART at REPUBLIC TOWER

To be opened by

Melbourne Festival Artistic Director Sue Nattrass and Visible Art Foundation Curatorial Advisor Frances Lindsay
Entertainment by Jackie Gordan, star of Black Pearls and Strange Fruit

Saturday, October 9 at 6pm
Republic Tower Resturant and Bar 299 Queen Street, Melbourne

Presented by the Visible Art Foundation in association with the Melhourne Festival

RSVP essential phone Caroline on 9614 2700
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