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Bertrand Russell (1930) in his
selÍ.help book, Ihe Conquest of
Happiness. He adds that humans
should have the same propensity,
but lack it.
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and Zimbabwe you would get

a
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levels, such as China, lran, lndia
and the Philippines, the scores will
be between 5.5 and 6.5. Some of
this variation is psychological' but

much of it is circumstantial.

happiness lÍ a mighty wizard would
wave his magic wand at this
some
widely multicultural audience,
fail to Ílourish in the best oÍ
providing them all with peace,
circumstances, whereas others
democracy, the rule of law,
are happy despite ill health and
good healthcare, enough mental
adversities.
For almost everybody,

is a goal in life, but

ln rich democratic countries,
happiness
is primarily
Ad Bergsma is a
on psychological
dependent
psychologist and
Íactors" The American
science writer.
psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky
In May 2010,
he deÍended his
asks us to imagine a movie
lhesis lmperfectly theatre full oÍ a hundred people.
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exolained bv the circumstances
CAN DE ASSCSSCO AI
www.grootstegeluk.nl oÍ life, including seemingly
important factors such as
whether they are divorced or
married, rich or poor, beautiful
or plain, or whether they live in a
suburban villa or in a backstreet
alley. ln her book, The How of
Happiness, Lyubomirsky writes, "lf,
with a magic wand, we could put
all moviegoers into the same set
. of circumstances, the diÍference
"HAAAineSS in their happiness levels would
be reduced by a measly IO%". A
,
' ,' , ,
rc not n Oe
much more important factor to
explain
happiness is the genetic
fOUnd in
makeup oÍ the moviegoers
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and their intentional activity.
Happiness is not to be found in
bUt in
passivity, but in action.
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lÍ you picked guests from all
corners of the world, the variation
!n answers to happiness surveys
would be greatly amplified. lf, for
example, you ask an 'average'
person in the United Kingdom

thequestion,"Takingallthings
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together on a scale of zero to ten,
how happy would you say you
are?", then you will get an answer
oÍ 7.5. An average person from
Denmark or Costa Rica would

throughout many studies. The
geographical distribution oÍ
happiness leads to the conclusion
that the large majority oÍ people
will be happy in Íavourable
circumstances, just like the
animals Bertrand Russell has
described.

Íor many people, with this
minimum set oÍ circumstances,
the Earth is a pretty good place to
inhabit. But there is still a lot oÍ
room for improvement in the lives
So

of many others.

We can remove

a

lot of circumstantial unhappiness,
to be left with the unhappiness
that is predominantlY genetic
or psychological. Happily
this can be called progress,
because it would involve
a huge step towards the
greatest happiness for the
greatest numbers.
Why do keen minds such
as Russell and Lyubomirsky
ignore the important

health professionals, excellent
educational opportunities, gender
equality, civil liberties, wealth,
eÍfective government, free trade,
and employment, then the
variation in happiness scores
in the theatre would be hugely
reduced. BeÍore the magical
intervention, the public would
have shown a more or less even

circumstances and stress the
psychological factors? The
f irst reason may be that, iÍ
we try to explain how happy
we are, we compare ourselves
with our relatives, friends and
neighbours. We notice the
difference, but, for example, we Íail

to see that we all proÍit from the
quality of our government.
A second reason is the success

oÍ modern society, that

has

These Íigures are irai',1. {rcm the

eliminated a lot of traditional
sources of unhappiness, such
as hunger, oppression and
sexual abstinence. The better
the external living conditions in
society, the more the remaining
difÍerences in happiness depend
on our own inner life abilities. As
a result, the psychological factors
that contribute to, or hamper,
happiness will catch the eye more
in modern society.
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A last factor is perhaps that free
modern societies demand more

dlstribution of people across the
continuum from very unhappy to
very happy. Now, att oÍ a sudden,
most would be a lot happier.
All would resemble the Scottish
people, oÍ whom 28fo claim to be
very happy, 64%to be quite happy.
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be not very hapoy and 2/o
to be not happy at ali-
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selÍ-directron and thereÍore better
mental health. ln the best oÍ
circumstances, life is what you
li'rake it. lt is a shame so many

leople lack these circumstances.

