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this Book won’t mAke You hAppY

C a m i l l a  N e l s o n  a n d  D e b o r a h  P i k e

Happiness is often said to be a transparent emotion: you know 

it when you feel it. But if you think a little further about the 

problems it evokes – in politics, philosophy and economics –  

happiness turns out to be something of a paradox. Indeed, hap-

piness has been characterised as both an illusion and delusion; a 

shimmering dream; but also as a physical state that can be medi-

cally verified using a range of neurological indicators. It is an 

ideal that encapsulates everything that is worthy and desirable, 

but is also a lucrative commodity to be bought and sold, earning 

millions of dollars for motivational gurus on the self-help circuit. 

In Western societies, happiness has come to be regarded as 

something of a right; it has been enshrined in legal and political 

documents. And while it is commonly presented as an object of 

universal striving, it is equally an idea with a history that can be 

located within a specific time and place, with distinct cultural 

and temporal variations.

This essay collection traces the contours of this paradoxical 

ideal, and the strategies that have been – and are constantly 

being – devised to acquire it. It brings together perspectives 

on happiness from diverse fields of inquiry, including ethics, 

philosophy, economics, psychology, sociology and the arts in 

order to encourage readers to reflect critically on what the 
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pursuit of happiness might actually mean. In this sense, the 

collection is something of a provocation. Each essay has been 

designed to interrogate a ‘common sense’ understanding of  

happiness, in order to provoke us into shaking off our capacity 

for self-absorption, and inspire us to instead take action against 

the problems that confront us as a society, whether these are war 

and conflict, climate change, poverty, or the means to maintain 

an educational system that fosters active and thinking citizens. 

While offering some positive ways forward for creating a happier 

life, this book has not been designed to ‘make you happy’ so 

much as to suggest that there is a need to reconstitute not only 

the happiness of society, but also the idea of happiness itself.

Indeed, it is difficult to think seriously about happiness 

without first acknowledging that there is a multi-billion dollar 

industry out there awash with books, guides and all sorts of 

experts promising that certain kinds of happiness are yours for 

the making or taking in a matter of days, or even hours. ‘Choose 

to Be Happy’, runs the type on the back of the archetypal 

self-help book. ‘Choose to Rise Above Anxiety, Anger, and 

Depression’. ‘Find More Hope, Love and Confidence’ and ‘Be 

the Person You Really Want to Be’. With so much happiness for 

sale, it would seem that the current corporate pitch on happiness 

is demanding nothing less than shiny perfection. But is happi-

ness really just a matter of personal attitude, of changing the way 

that you look at the world? Might false optimism actually lead 

to failure rather than success?

Clive Hamilton asks exactly this question in ‘The Lies 

of Happiness’, the opening essay of this book, in which he 

distinguishes between happiness based on an authentic and 

socially located sense of self, and the sorts of benign fictions and 
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self-deceptions in which most of us indulge in order to bolster 

our self-confidence and avoid worry and pain. Hamilton sug-

gests that these trivial fictions are not as harmless as they might 

first appear because they leave us open to exploitation by those 

he calls the ‘clever manipulators’ and ‘makers of brands’ of the 

wider ‘money culture’. Rather than encouraging people to take 

control of their lives, Hamilton argues that these illusions are 

more likely to foster a kind of insecure narcissism that discour-

ages any examination of the social circumstances in which we 

live. Happiness based on an inauthentic sense of self, divorced 

from material reality and circumstance, gives us not freedom, 

but a dangerous illusion of independence. 

One of the central features of the happiness industry seems 

to be that it places all the emphasis on you – your attitudes, your 

feelings, your aspirations. If happiness were a branding strategy 

it would be one that was based on identity and independence, 

with a tight focus on lifestyle, passion, imagination and personal 

power. A whole swathe of astonishingly successful advertising 

campaigns immediately spring to mind, including advertise-

ments for iPhones, iPods and iPads, not to mention the decades 

long Nike campaign that trumpets the idea that achievement 

and goal-building is all about self belief: ‘Just do it’, says Nike. 

Don’t think. Be happy. According to seasoned misanthropist 

Barbara Ehrenreich, the lack of reality engendered by an 

unwarranted emphasis on positive feelings, such as that which 

she associates with the ‘father’ of positive psychology, Martin 

Seligman, has contributed to cyclical stock market carnage, and 

is – in intellectual terms – only one small step away from the 

idea that happy thoughts can cure cancer.1  
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The idea that happiness is purely a matter of personal atti-

tude may encourage some people to take control of their lives 

or to consider they are capable of change. But there is a problem 

in the way that the idea engenders a wider political dynamic 

that invites us to blame social problems on the individual. If you 

believe the self-esteem mantras – the idea that positive things 

comes to those who believe in themselves strongly enough – 

then it seems that you are required to believe that everything 

comes back not to material situations, but to personal character. 

The failure to be happy, to attain certain goals, is blamed on 

deficiencies of self-worth, self-motivation or self-belief, when in 

reality the barriers to human flourishing are just as likely – if not 

more likely – to be functional, material and economic. There 

is often no lack of aspirational goals in people’s lives – to be 

smart, get a good job, go to university – but there are very often 

barriers to realisation. There is a pressing need therefore not to 

be blinded by superficial questions of attitude, but to start with 

material situations. Indeed, part of the problem is that to always 

see the glass as half full actually requires you to disregard the 

empty half – that is, to disregard the facts. 

Economists have historically been great collectors of facts. 

But, as John Quiggin points out in his essay ‘What Happiness 

Conceals’, the facts of human happiness are often elusive. This 

has not stopped happiness research from becoming a booming 

field in economics, growing steadily since the 1970s when Jigme 

Singye Wangchuck announced at his coronation as king of 

Bhutan that his reign would be one that focused on Gross 

National Happiness rather than Gross National Product. Since 

then, mighty careers have been launched through the creation 

of a range of economic instruments to measure happiness, and 
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prizes bestowed. But, according to Quiggin, the most significant 

finding to emerge from certain sections of this burgeoning field 

is the discovery that happiness is relative and subjective. Even 

this finding may be an illusion, argues Quiggin, and the world’s 

economists would perhaps get a lot further if they stopped 

asking about the emotional sources of happiness, and started 

thinking about the causes of human misery. These include 

poverty, conflict, hunger and disease, phenomena which are 

numerous, measurable, objective and real. Focusing on material 

interventions such as poverty alleviation may sound significantly 

less glamorous for economists than a focus on inner feeling and 

emotion, but much of the world’s population would be signifi-

cantly better off. The theme of happy economics returns later 

in the volume, with J. K. Gibson-Graham, Jenny Cameron and 

Stephen Healy’s chapter on new ‘relational’ economic measures 

of happiness, and David Ritter similarly stressing the modern 

capabilities approach pioneered by Amartya Sen, which focuses 

on human ‘welfare’ rather than emotional happiness, defined 

through a list of objective capabilities.2

Meanwhile, in affluent nations the culture of conspicuous 

consumption grows apace. Whether it is a McDonald’s ‘Happy 

Meal’, or the gratification afforded by the purchase of a straw-

berry daiquiri made with melted water from a 3,000-year-old 

iceberg, we are living in a culture that relentlessly endorses 

the idea that people are made happier with every acquisition. 

Scrolling through Tweets, Facebook updates and Instagram 

photos, an innocent onlooker could be forgiven for thinking 

that they are missing out on all the fun – that their life is not 

as happy, exciting and fulfilled as the next person’s. In this 

respect the subjective and relative nature of happiness presents 
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something of a problem. In the digital age, people often present 

online versions of themselves which are luminous, ecstatic, and 

surrounded by friends – replete with photographs of holidays in 

brilliant tropical light, boyfriends, babies – leaving the rest of 

us feeling bound by unmet desires and frustrations. In his essay 

‘Loving Happiness but Feeling Sad’ Brock Bastian investigates the 

unexpected psychological effects of the Western cultural obses-

sion with happiness, arguing that an increasing social pressure 

to be happy may actually have detrimental consequences for an 

individual’s emotional functioning. Bastian’s essay highlights the 

deleterious effects when normal levels of sadness, grief or anxiety 

are routinely pathologised so that even superficial despondency 

is treated through an array of drugs or therapeutic interventions 

designed to bring the individual back to ‘health’. Bastian argues 

that pain and sadness are important human experiences, and 

can have positive outcomes. Painful emotions tell us significant 

things about the ways in which we are interacting with our 

environment and other people, and whether those interactions 

are successful. Ironically, Bastian also points out that the cultural 

emphasis on happy or so-called healthy emotions also result in 

people evaluating themselves more negatively when they do feel 

sad, generating a greater intensity of negative emotion in their 

daily lives. Ultimately, the cultural pressure to be happy may 

actually be the very thing that is making us sad.

This is one of the many reasons why Martha Nussbaum, 

one of the most prescient critics of the happiness movement of 

the present day, has argued that other emotions are also, if not 

more, important – anger can give rise to action, cynicism can 

give rise to the kind of critical mindset through which leaps 

and bounds in knowledge are made, and though misery may 
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be unattractive, it has also given rise to astonishing works of 

art. Empathy, community and social bonding more commonly 

arise from an experience of sadness, a capacity to sense the pain 

and misfortune others.3 In short, unless the full range of human 

emotions are considered we risk becoming lost in our atomised 

worlds of allegedly happy self-perfection. Our happy sparkling 

selves might even be said to impose a kind of social conformity, 

a set of cultural constrictions within which we are destined 

to jump around like the figures in The Lego Movie, blindly  

following ‘The Instructions’ and endlessly chanting ‘Everything 

is Awesome’. 

Happiness of this sort is one of the many illusions that Kurt 

Vonnegut acerbically sweeps away in his essay collection, A 

Man Without a Country. In lines resurrected from Cat’s Cradle, 

Vonnegut locates happiness as a form of self-deception, as a way 

of hiding from the world’s uncomfortable realities. He writes,

I wanted all things to seem to make some sense,

So we could all be happy, yes, instead of tense.

And I made up lies, so

they all fit nice,

and I made this sad world

a paradise.4 

Happiness of this delusional if not downright sinister sort is 

famously the subject of Aldous Huxley’s dystopian novel Brave 

New World, in which Huxley envisaged a political regime that 

clings onto power by instilling a form of chemically induced 

happiness – called soma – into the rest of society. In a world  

in which sales of new generation antidepressants such as  
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Prozac and Zoloft are surging higher, it may even be that 

Huxley’s dystopian political scenario is becoming increasingly –  

not less – relevant. 

Far from being a noncomplex good, on closer scrutiny, hap-

piness turns out to be ethically fraught. The morally complex 

nature of happiness is perhaps best illustrated in the politically 

charged usages to which happiness research is commonly 

put. Happiness is beloved of the left, who understand it as an 

instrument to guide debate beyond the narrow confines of the 

economy. Happiness is beloved of conservatives who see it as 

a means of preserving the status quo. Happiness is beloved 

of environmentalists who see it as a means of constituting an 

alternative form of ethics that may give rise to a sustainable 

future. Even big business likes happiness because happy people 

are more productive workers. 

Further anomalies are thrown up by the findings of social 

scientific research on happiness, which often sit well with 

entrenched social norms, or else foreground a social reality from 

which ideology never seems to be far away. It is perhaps unsur-

prising that having a job will make you happy, for example. 

But oddly enough, according to the Easterlin Paradox, the 

money gained from work apparently won’t.5 Hence, if income 

is unrelated to happiness, why spend billions on a welfare safety 

net? Why bother with minimum wages? Indeed, one of the 

most persistent, if controversial, findings of the social scientific 

research on happiness is that if you want to be happy then you 

should never ever have children.6 Being married will appar-

ently make you happy, but having children will only bring you 

anxiety, aggravation and grief. But is this the kind of world in 

which we really want to live? 
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In ‘Anger and Courage: the Daughters of Hope’, philosopher 

Richard Hamilton cuts to the heart of the ethical dilemmas 

associated with happiness studies, critiquing the popular idea 

that a positive mental attitude can change reality, a view which 

he argues is predicated on the false assumption that the world 

is ‘just’ and that benefits and harm are distributed according 

to merit. Hamilton traces some of these views back to the 

understanding of mental attitude associated with the Greek 

Stoics, who argued that the proper mental state is one which 

recognises the distinction between matters that fall within our 

own powers and those which do not. He argues that there are 

also dangers in this view, as it often results in political quietism 

in the face of great injustice and neglects the fact that human 

beings can, with sufficient determination, change the world 

rather than simply accept it as is. Anger and courage, according 

to St Augustine of Hippo, are the daughters of hope, and both 

may be required to make the world a happier place, but there is 

a need to distinguish between false hope and the sort of hope 

that is necessary to change the world for the better. 

It is not only happiness that is difficult. It turns out that 

we have a problem with pleasure, too. In his essay, ‘Blissed 

Out – on Hedonophobia’, Steven Connor explores the roots 

of the Western idea of happiness in the ‘Felicific Calculus’ of 

Jeremy Bentham, which, set alongside the philosophies of James 

and John Stuart Mill, laid the foundations of the forms of liberal 

individualism so familiar to us today. The Felicific Calculus –  

the principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest number – 

was among the first philosophical statements to equate happiness 

with hedonism, defining happiness as pleasure devoid of pain. 

It replaced the Aristotelian notion of ‘eudemonia’, which in 
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ancient times had equated the idea of happiness with virtue 

and the good life, as well as medieval notions of ‘hap’, meaning 

fate or fortune, from which etymological roots of the modern 

English word are derived, and which persist in expressions such 

as ‘happenstance’, ‘haphazard’ and ubiquitously ‘perhaps’.7 In 

‘Blissed Out’, Connor argues that while we live in a world in 

which the means for the production of pleasure are abundant, 

we have no way of conceptualising, quantifying, or indeed, 

managing it. This could be a paradox, Connor argues, because 

part of pleasure may well involve the pleasure of the difficulty 

with pleasure, and indeed, the pleasures of calculation itself. 

The contributors to ‘Philosophical Engagements’, part one of 

the collection, dealt with happiness in the broadest sense of the 

philosophical. In ‘Social Interrogations’, the second section of 

the collection, the authors turn their attention to the cultural 

work that happiness performs in shaping our perceptions about 

our lives. The discrepancy between images of happiness and 

the reality of lived experience is explored in Camilla Nelson’s 

‘Happy Housewives and Angry Feminists’, in which Nelson 

tackles one of the most startling findings of the social scientific 

research on happiness – the idea that children only ever bring 

you misery. Nelson interrogates many of the popular concep-

tions of contemporary parenting, which – despite or perhaps 

even because of the rise of feminism – increasingly reinforce 

a set of impossible and contradictory ideals to which mothers 

feel they must aspire. Nelson highlights the mismatch between 

popular images of maternal bliss and the reality of the hard 
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work of parenting, in which decisions are inevitably fretful 

and uneasy, and often beset by the ‘dirty little secret’ that the 

pleasures of mothers and children do not invariably coincide. 

Rather than embrace a model of happiness that relegates moth-

erhood to misery, Nelson calls for a move beyond what she calls 

the ‘thinned out notions of happiness’ associated with liberal 

individualism, towards a more textured and communitarian 

understanding of happiness, that is capable of encompassing 

uncomfortable concepts such as pain and denial of self, but can 

also bring meaning and joy to life.

In his chilling essay, ‘The Forest or the Pit?’, David Ritter 

expands the horizon of what it means to be happy in the present 

age, by offering some stark propositions for the future: specifi-

cally, that the happy, prosperous society which we inhabit in the 

West has been made possible by the large-scale exploitation and 

consumption of fossil fuels and that happiness as we know it 

is therefore in jeopardy with the prospect of global warming. 

Ritter frames his argument with a poignant picture of the Leard 

Blockade, led by dedicated local and global activists intent on 

resisting the destruction of vast areas of state forest in order to 

make place for what is perhaps destined to become Australia’s 

biggest ever open-cut coal mine, the government-supported 

Whitehaven Coal project adjacent to Maules Creek. 

Environment sustainability is also a focus for J. K. Gibson-

Graham, Jenny Cameron and Stephen Healy, whose essay, 

‘Pursuing Happiness: the Politics of Surviving Well Together’, 

similarly foregrounds the need to rethink Western notions of 

happiness, by retrieving them from what they call the ‘tyrannical 

demand to enjoy and to consume’. Happiness, they argue, needs 

to be reconstructed via a more ecological focus on the idea of 
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‘surviving well together’. In this essay, the authors interrogate 

the range of economic tools that have so far been designed 

to measure happiness, and even the idea of measuring itself, 

proposing a new ‘relational metrics’ of happiness that is capable 

of encompassing both individual and planetary well-being. 

In ‘#100HappyDays’, James Arvanitakis questions the value 

of much of what we read and watch on happiness and self-help, 

attempting to rethink happiness so that it ceases to be part of 

the problem, and becomes part of the solution. In face of other 

pressing pursuits such as the need to resolve problems of poverty, 

the refugee crisis, war, global inequality and injustice, Arvanitakis 

nevertheless invokes the need for happy moments – for a new 

kind of happiness that grows, like Norman Lindsay’s magic pud-

ding, in the cracks and crevices of our everyday existence.

The work of reconstructing happiness is also performed in  

Tony Moore’s essay on Australian satire and humour, in which  

he argues for the importance of cultural subversion in the main- 

tenance of political and social well-being. In ‘Stop Laughing –  

This Is Serious’, Moore chronicles the often controversial career 

of the Australian larrikin, from the antics of Melbourne’s Marcus 

Clarke, through Barry Humphries, to Chris Lilley’s more recent 

comic creations. In place of an idea of happiness that might 

be interpreted as a form of quiescence – an injunction to do 

nothing, to accept or be grateful – Moore figures a politically 

subversive form of happiness based upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea 

of the Carnivalesque, a rambunctious form of happiness that 

promotes both laughter and social and cultural change.

And what might literature tell us about human happiness? 

Deborah Pike delves into the richness of the nineteenth-century 

Russian novel to see what wisdom it has to offer. Pike begins her 
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exploration by considering how complex it is for human beings 

to make choices which make them happy, particularly in the 

domain of love. Examining how difficult moral dilemmas play 

out in the novels of Pushkin, Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, Pike 

reveals how deeply suspicious these writers are about the idea of 

happiness; showing that making choices based on happy feelings 

can lead to peril, and advocating a broader notion of human 

flourishing that entails the practice of virtue and connection 

with family and community.

In ‘And They All Lived Happily Ever After’, the last essay 

in this section, Georgina Ledvinka and Anna Kamaralli explore 

Western society’s seemingly insatiable craving for stories with 

happy endings, and the way in which this desire has shaped 

popular cultural productions from Hollywood’s appetite for 

blockbusters and rom-coms to the sugar-coated tales we read 

to our children. With a focus on children’s literature, Ledvinka 

and Kamaralli examine how romantic notions of childhood 

have shaped our current understanding of who children are, 

and what is good for them, and how the need to keep them 

‘innocent’ is often at odds with the reality of lived experience, 

as young people emerge from childhood to become citizens of 

the future. 

‘Personal Encounters’, the third section of this book, examines 

happiness through self-reflection and via the lens of memory, 

investigating the ways in which personal writings and story-

telling may offer more complex ways of understanding and 

disturbing ideas about happiness. The essays in this section 
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include narratives of hope, sorrow and pain, and are replete 

with the shadowed nuances that these emotions can give to the 

idea of happiness. What happens when our subjective experi-

ences and memories are put into language? How might we 

understand ourselves as these acts of remembering change? In 

‘After Zero’, Alice Pung reflects on the lives of her parents, 

survivors of Cambodia’s ‘Killing Fields’ and Pol Pot’s Year Zero, 

as they rebuild their lives in a new country. Pung reinvigorates 

Buddha’s notion of pali – that is, discontent – and draws atten-

tion to a richer kind of happiness, one that not only accepts 

the reality of suffering, but also the importance of appreciating 

small mercies and moments of joy. According to Pung, Western 

Buddhists don’t like the focus on dukkha, or suffering, in much 

the same way that positive psychology does not like to focus on 

negative emotions. ‘In this new, developed, comfortable and 

secure world in which my parents brought me up’, writes Pung, 

‘it appears that we are trying to eliminate all traces of suffering’. 

Happiness based on the denial of suffering seems a strange and 

nebulous quest. 

In her essay, ‘On the Cancer Ward’, oncologist Ranjana 

Srivastava also offers a nuanced understanding of happiness, as 

she contemplates the death of a young mother she has treated as 

a patient, and the lengths to which a parent will go to safeguard 

the well-being of her children. She writes, ‘[t]he consideration 

of happiness then leads to the perennial question of who deserves 

to be happy. If we make our own happiness, then what did my 

young patient do to ‘unmake’ hers?’ Srivastava entertains the 

idea that happiness may well equate with health, and simply 

‘avoiding the fate’ of her patients. However, having witnessed 

the bravery of many of her terminally ill patients Srivastava 
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observes that although good health should never be taken for 

granted, life must also be celebrated through simple pleasures 

such as community and family. 

Larissa Behrendt, like Alice Pung, offers a fresh cultural 

perspective on the experience of happiness. In ‘The Things 

You Shouldn’t Say to an Aboriginal Person’, Behrendt explores 

her relationship with the Aboriginal women of her community, 

and highlights the importance of laughter in transcending dif-

ficult circumstances. She contemplates an idea of happiness not 

as catharsis, a warding off of pain, but as an experience that is 

richer and deeper, involving warmth, inclusion, storytelling 

and the forging of social bonds; these provide a more authentic 

sense of contentment. Happiness may begin with laughter, but 

it also thrives in an awareness of the world around, in song, 

music and dance. For Aboriginal people, it also means self-

determination and commitment to a goal which will make life 

better for everyone.

This book does not attempt to discard the idea of happiness, 

but to think of it in new and more socially attuned ways. It is 

not written in a spirit of cynical disillusion, or with an attach-

ment to suffering as a shiny badge of wisdom or intelligence. 

On the contrary, the editors would like to see more smiles 

and more laughter – to engender new ideas and theories of 

happiness, from developing communities, to ensuring peaceful 

relationships, to gaining material security, to self-realisation and 

exploiting one’s talents, to practising virtue, to being healthy, to 

living with novelty and stimulation, to caring for our planet, to 

cultivating an atmosphere of growth and learning, to striving 

and goal-setting, to developing and maintaining a spiritual life, 

and yes, to hugging more than five people a day.
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