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Happiness – Where do you find it?

Brian White
It’s human nature to look for happiness and minimise suffering.

While there are numerous influences in society which encourage us to find happiness outside of ourselves, research in recent years has found that people who seek happiness in “quick-fixes” like television, shopping, junk food, and drugs, get momentary elation before their moods descend to dissatisfaction and even depression.

The same research provides useful hints on how to be a happier person, and these turn out to be consistent with the timeless path originally taught by the Buddha 2,500 years ago.
From a talk given by Brian White at the UTS Buddhist Meditation Society on 18 March 2004
Reproduced with permission by the Mitra Youth Buddhist Network

Our Web address is www.mitra.org.au    Contact Mitra at info@mitra.org.au

Shortcuts to happiness
With the constant pressure of the media and advertising in particular, we should be getting happier and happier as we buy and consume quick fixes.  Instead, what often happens is that the momentary satisfaction is soon followed by an unsatisfied need for more.  In some people, this cycle of brief satisfaction followed by a longer period of dissatisfaction can get out of control.  Even during the current ‘fix’ we begin to realise happiness is short-lived, and when it’s over, we start looking for the next one.

The attention given to feeding our desires also reinforces the importance of self, and this can have unfortunate consequences for our relationships with others.  In other words, feeding our desires will tend to place our own needs ahead of others, and this could make us more self-absorbed and selfish.
Does money buy happiness?

A survey of the 100 wealthiest Americans with $100 million or more, by an expert in ‘happiness psychology’
, found that great wealth leads only to slight improvements in happiness, and often decreased happiness.  Other research
 found that “happiness [from wealth] is not the result of being rich, but a temporary consequence of having recently become rich”.

Is society becoming happier?
Research of happiness across society, has revealed that people whose incomes increased over a ten year period are not happier than those whose income has not increased.  Even 60 years ago, two out of five homes in western countries lacked a shower or bathtub, and 35% of homes had no internal toilet, but were people more miserable back then?  We are clearly more wealthy now, but society has far more mental illness, depression, suicides, broken families and broken relationships. So economic growth in affluent countries provides no significant improvement to society-wide happiness
.
Work to live, or live to work?
Before spending money, we need to earn an income.  But what is our approach to earning?  The vicious cycle of spending on external happiness is often associated with a cycle of continual striving for more income, and the two desires of spending and earning can then spiral out of control.  This has led many people to ‘short-circuit’ the out-of-control lifestyle, and to ‘downshift’ to a simpler lifestyle based on more meaningful work, more time for relationships with family and friends, and a balanced lifestyle based on well-being of oneself and others.
Conditions on happiness
The Buddhist approach to gaining happiness recognises that all of us tend to crave things for our happiness.  It is a bit like a written contract that the mind creates to achieve happiness and each of the cravings is an extra condition that needs to be satisfied in order to fulfil the contract.  Only when all the conditions are satisfied, will we be happy.  It’s as though the mind says “I will only be happy if A, B and C all happen”.  

But without a trained mind, we tend to have so many conditions (cravings), and this makes it too difficult to achieve happiness.  The Buddhist practice of training the mind, removes these conditions (cravings) in our contract for happiness.  The result is that it actually becomes easier to achieve happiness when these cravings are removed.
Our mind adapts to circumstances

Research has also found that objective life circumstances have a negligible role to play in happiness
.  We adapt to good events like salary increases, getting an ‘A’ in an exam, winning a tournament, or being awarded a prize.  Importantly, people also adapt to unpleasant experiences like bad weather, physical handicap, or loss of loved ones.

What this means is that our minds recalibrate the normal point, between pleasant and unpleasant
.  One year after a life changing event, whether very good or very bad, we have adapted our normal expectations to that new situation, and our happiness or sadness can be caused by very different things in that new situation.  We could even say that the mind is a more significant factor in happiness than our objective life circumstances.

Understanding and accepting
All this research verifies the Noble Eightfold Path taught by the Buddha, which starts with Right Understanding.  By understanding the uncertainty and impermanence of existence, we see the causes of suffering, which are craving and ignorance.  We also gain the insight that suffering is not outside us, but within the mind, that we cause our own suffering, and that the elimination of our suffering starts within!

This again underlines the importance of the mind and what we might think makes us happy.  You can see that instead of striving for external and temporary happiness, the Buddhist approach first recognises, then eliminates the causes of suffering.  This leads to a deeper and more profound happiness, less dependent on external conditions.
Enough for Well-being
Many people think of happiness as something which we reach out for, because we think we ‘do not have enough’ to be happy.  In fact, our materialistic, individualistic culture encourages us to consume too much. But what is the primary purpose of the things we consume, such as food, clothes, a home, entertainment and our possessions?  Is the primary purpose to make us happy, or to support our well-being?  If the purpose is happiness, then we can be trapped into believing that ‘more is better’. Instead, if the purpose is well-being, then more is not always better, because well-being requires a balance between too little and too much.  

Balance is the essence of the Buddha’s teachings of the Middle Path.  This applies to all of our day-to-day activities of eating, sleeping, working, etc.  In all of these examples, well-being comes from knowing how much is enough and not striving for more.  Contentment  means knowing what is enough for our well-being.  Going past this point is a sign that we are controlled by our insatiable cravings.  Without contentment, more is better, and desire is never satisfied.  Some even say that contentment comes from wanting what we get, rather than getting what we want
.
Minimising life’s problems
Happiness also comes from having fewer problems.  Although problems are inevitable, how do we minimise them and manage them?  Part of the answer is mindfulness.  Many accidents are caused by a lack of mindfulness in our actions.  Many arguments and conflicts start with a lack of mindfulness in what we say.  So many of life’s problems can be traced back to lapses in awareness or mindfulness.  So, how do you become more mindful?  The answer is in the practice of purifying the mind (through meditation) and deliberate effort to remain mindful in all that we do each day.

Mindfulness then becomes the foundation for our morality, which in the Noble Eightfold Path comprises Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood.  Right Speech is speaking the truth and not harming others when we speak.  Right Action is respecting all life, the property of others and the relationships and dignity of others.  And Right Livelihood means that our work does not contribute to harming any living beings.

Mindfulness
Buddhism puts a lot of emphasis on the importance of purifying the mind.  But purifying means removing something.  What needs to be removed?  The answer is the so called ‘defilements’ such as greed, hatred, fear, jealousy, worry and pride.  While the practice of meditation can reduce these unskilful thoughts and emotions, we can also actively use the antidotes to these defilements.  For example, the antidote for greed is generosity or equanimity.  The antidote for anger is loving-kindness, which is a wish for the happiness and well-being of others.  

It is worth noting that both of these antidotes have no strings attached.  Pure generosity is not a transaction, so nothing is expected in return.  Loving-kindness also has no expectations or conditions built in.  In other words, loving-kindness continues undiminished, even after someone we care for does something which hurts us.  We can also use loving-kindness to overcome fear, sympathetic joy to overcome jealousy, and Right Effort to overcome worry.  
In the Noble Eightfold Path, Right Effort means that we realise that we can decide what we think, so we actively stop and prevent unskilful thoughts and replace them with positive and skilful thoughts.
Daily exercises

You can improve your fitness by exercising daily, but you can also improve our happiness (and contentment) by regularly exercising your generosity towards others and your loving kindness towards others.  Forgiving others is a good exercise, because it releases the weight of grudges caused by misunderstandings in the past.  Gratitude is a good exercise in appreciating the easily overlooked kindness of others and it also helps to reduce one’s ego.

Of course, meditation should be part of the daily routine both at the start and end of the day.  But don’t stop there.  During an otherwise busy and stressful day, try to find five minutes between commitments, in a quiet secluded place, simply watching your breath.  You will find that this can improve the calmness and clarity of your mind for the rest of the day.
Conclusions
Let me bring the theme of Western scientific research on happiness together with the teachings of the Buddha.  I will do this with the following seven ‘happiness hints’.  

First, understand and put into practice all eight factors
 of the Noble Eightfold Path taught by the Buddha.  Second, take care of friendships with family and close friends.  Third, focus beyond the self.  This means being aware of the needs of others and doing things which improve the well-being of others.  Fourth, live the idea of contentment, because contentment comes from having enough for one’s well-being, and not losing control to insatiable cravings.  

Fifth, pursue meaningful activities.  Whatever area you study or work in, you will be happier if there is a sense of meaning and purpose.  Do you look forward to the day ahead when you wake in the morning?  If what you are doing does not give you a sense of meaning and satisfaction, then maybe something else will.  Many people have made career changes on this basis.

Sixth, have a high threshold of annoyance so that you can ignore trivial hassles.  Having personal contact with poverty or severe suffering, can be an important learning experience.  Many people who experience extreme poverty and suffering of others are able to ‘count their blessings’ and let go of small annoyances.  They also have a better idea of how to alleviate the suffering of others.
And seventh, be spiritual.  Those who have a spiritual dimension to their lives often have a better direction in life, understand what’s important in life, and can more easily manage and learn from the inevitable difficulties we all confront now and then.  My use of the word spirituality is different from what I mean by religion.  While religion can sometimes be institutionalised and driven by blind faith, spirituality refers to an appreciation of existence which goes beyond our experience of the material world.
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� All eight factors are useful and they even reinforce each other!






