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Introduction Happiness
and Psychotherapy

It is not death that a man should fear,
but he should fear never beginning to live.

Marcus Aurelius

Where are we now?

We live in difficult times. Though we thought that civilization and culture
would bring us ease, comfort and happiness it has turned out to be a little
more complex than that. In the Northern hemisphere we are certainly more
prosperous than ever before. We now have plenty of personal possessions and
we consume many commodities. We can boast of a myriad of technological
achievements. We know so much and we control even more. We have access
to multiple and varied resources and exploit them to the hilt. Our economies
are based on constant growth and expansion. Yet we have not achieved a state
of permanent bliss and are not likely to do so in the near future. There is noth-
ing new under the sun. Life is still not easy. It never was and never will be.
Each acquisition comes with new drawbacks and introduces new responsibil-
ities and problems into our lives. It is still hard to live a good life and get it
right. Many of us feel rather lost in the world today, because of its increasing
complexity and stress. We want happiness but do not really know how or
where to find it. We spend much of our lives in worry, fear, depression, regret,
doubt, confusion and anxiety. Even those of us who do well for ourselves feel
stressed out and tired much of the time.

This is hardly a new phenomenon. People since times immemorial have
found living a difficult challenge. Artists and authors have witnessed the mis-
eries that are part and parcel of the human condition and they have taken their
inspiration from the struggles and heartaches that ensue from it. For this is
essentially what human culture is: the product of our attempts at overcoming
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our fundamental fragility, our fears and our frustrations. Today science and
technology have come up with many ways of dealing with the dangers of the
natural world and they are fairly effective in achieving their objective of taming
and controlling the material challenges we all have to face. The overall aim is
to constantly make our lives easier and safer. In strictly material terms this
goal seems nearer and nearer, be it at the cost of having to run ever faster on
the treadmill of economic growth. We are increasingly aware of the price
the human race is paying for this progress however. At each step of the way
we are confronted with the paradoxical and potentially threatening by-products
and unwelcome consequences of our comforts. It is clear that a complete
360-degree review of our way of life is crucial for the future of the planet and
mankind (see for instance Martin, 2006).

Science or art?

Such a review has got to include the way in which we live our mental, moral
and emotional lives. It is profoundly alarming when scientists who are pro-
gressively more knowledgeable about personal and interpersonal interactions
assume this automatically gives them the right to manipulate, control and
manage our emotions and behaviour. An invisible revolution is underway in
this field with unforeseeable consequences for the decades to come. As neuro-
scientists and social scientists become more capable of programming our
minds and guide our actions, we need to make sure that we keep the reins in
hand and that we are clear on what we do and do not want for our own future.
Much more thinking is needed about how we can make sure that mechanical
and factual knowledge serves rather than controls us. How are we going to
protect human freedom, spontaneity and creativity? How will we decide
where meaning is to come from and what we will believe and aspire to? What
is our idea of transcendence and what shall we worship in future?
Classically, and for good reasons, these aspects of human living have
been the domain of the arts, religion and philosophy rather than of the
sciences. The arts are reserved for the creative expression of people’s strug-
gles with the human condition, whilst religion regulates and controls these
struggles, giving them a purpose. Customarily philosophy used to oversee
both artistic expressions and religious prescriptions, providing the space to
reflect on them and make sense of the world. In this way philosophers were
in a position to guide politicians and educators, safeguarding the moral
debate in society. Who is guiding politicians in their ethical thinking today?
That duty has been taken over by lawyers, industrialists and economists,
who all have a stake in the continued growth of the economy. Philosophers
used to claim a neutral place from which to reflect on human living
and make sense of it. Their job was to rise above the interest of the moment
and provide the bigger picture. We have more or less dispensed with such
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fundamental reference to human wisdom, even though the issues we are
dealing with are increasingly vital to our survival. The scientific endeavour
to pin human existence on concrete facts and figures has well and truly
taken hold and has discredited the human capacity for discernment, reason-
ing and good judgement. Scientific values dominate philosophy today in the
same way in which religious values dominated it in the past, obstructing its
freedom and stopping its progress. Understanding and reflection on the
human predicament are now secondary to rationality; if they are allowed at
all. Will this make art, philosophy and religion redundant and eliminate
human misery? It is highly unlikely.

Artists and philosophers have never been in competition with scientists.
They cannot lose a battle they are not interested in fighting. Artists do not and
never have proposed final solutions to the big questions of life. They do not
seek to eradicate human suffering, finding plenty of interest in it. They rather
describe and document it in their various ways, exposing the pain and joy
of human existence and highlighting its contradictions, plumbing its depths,
trying to fathom its endless mysteries. Art is the arena of human emotions and
the artist’s expression has often thrived on adversity, suffering and unhappi-
ness because this is the fertile ground in which human ingenuity is rooted,
grows and blossoms. It is in the depths and troughs of human experience that
inspiration is to be found. Artists know that the richness of life is in its
contrasts. For them the objective of living is not normality with its tedium of
homogeneity, control and predictability; it is not the eradication of adversity
they work towards, but the intensity and depth of passionate and radical
human experience.

Similarly philosophers have never claimed that life could be smoothed out
and made easy or brought under a simple rational common denominator.
Philosophers seek to understand and make sense of the same human problems
and difficulties that artists in their various ways explore and express, not in
order to get rid of them, but in order to grasp their purpose. Philosophers do
sometimes try to establish order in the chaos of the human condition, but not
so as to eliminate conflicts and problems but so as to make sense of them and
get better at resolving them. Philosophers, in the radical sense of the word (as
lovers of wisdom), aim to deal with difficulties wisely, with calm and full
awareness of what is the case and what is desirable. Their pursuit is somewhat
similar to that of world religions and indeed some world religions are known
as Eastern philosophies. Unlike most religions however philosophies do not
prescribe a particular way of life and they do not establish a dogma that needs
to be obeyed to the letter. Their objective is rather to encourage people to
learn to think for themselves.

Why is it that we get inspired by artists and philosophers? It is because they
are in touch with what matters and they remind us to heed what is precious.
Good artists and philosophers work from the inspiration and direct experience
of personal confrontation with reality. This often means that they use their
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emotional suffering and despair as a starting point. They document their own
battles with life and their work is an attempt at transforming their anguish and
agony into something of value. They walk on the firm ground of life itself. Art
is a great leveller and we recognize the agonies of the artist even if we try to
deny these to ourselves much of the time. Kierkegaard’s philosophy is a case
in point, since his work is so directly based in his own life. He was a master
at transcending his suffering and he expressed it rather well:

My spiritual work satisfies me so completely and makes me come gladly to
terms with everything if only I am absorbed in it. That’s how I can see my
life too: bringing to others good tidings of comfort and joy, while
I myself remain bound in pain for which I can anticipate no alleviation —
except for this one thing: that I can work with my mind in this way.
(Kierkegaard, 1999: VIII 1 A 645)

It is uplifting to note that Kierkegaard got relief from his work and that he
derived inspiration from his suffering. In facing his pain he found the key to
coping with the anguish of life. Van Gogh was not so lucky or able to make
sense of his suffering. He could only express it. His despair was surely his
inspiration, but ultimately he found no redemption in it.

It is just in learning to suffer without complaint, in learning to look on
pain without repugnance, that you risk vertigo, and yet it is possible, yet
you may even catch a glimpse of a vague likelihood that on the other side
of life we shall see some good reason for the existence of pain, which seen
from here sometimes so fills the whole horizon that it takes on the propor-
tions of a hopeless deluge. (van Gogh in Bernard, 1985: 203)

While some people feel deluged by their pain and others find inspiration in it,
human beings have always striven to thrive on hardship and misfortune rather
than be struck down by it. We have learnt to distil something good out of what
is troublesome. But it is not always easy to hold on to such hard earned drops
of wisdom and they frequently lose their strength and power as they are
passed on from generation to generation as hearsay or proverbs or common
sense. Few philosophers or other authors would permit themselves to base
their writing on such diluted insights into the human condition. We need to
get better at drawing on the life learning of our forebears. It is surely one of
the best things human beings achieve in this world: to struggle with the trials
and tribulations of the human condition, transcend them and pass on this
learning to the next generation. And this is traditionally the territory of the
arts and philosophy: to observe, comment on, highlight and illustrate the
human condition so that others may benefit and live it more fully. But this is
not about seeking happiness per se, it is about the whole complex business of
life which can never be exclusively about happiness.
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itself from its original mission of existential and human understanding. Of
course there are still some philosophers who remain committed to the radical
ethical and moral brief, but they are increasingly in the minority.

So, the task of understanding the vagaries of everyday reality has been up
for grabs. And it is psychologists, therapists and counsellors who have become
the applied philosophers of our age. It is they who have stepped into the breach
of the vacuum of meaning. Since they deal with people’s daily problems and
preoccupations they have become cast in the role of spiritual and moral
mentors, even without realizing it and even though they did not apply for the
job. Invariably they do so without any training in philosophy and their moral
guidance is not to everyone’s taste and is often implicit in their work rather
than explicitly stated. They work mainly with psychological theories and apply
these to their clients’ dilemmas without openly acknowledging that it is often
moral, spiritual and philosophical problems that people are struggling with.

It is high time that therapists ask themselves how to take seriously their
new role as existential guides. Where should they place themselves in this
respect? Should they follow and even emulate the scientists and apply simple
evidence-based cognitive and behavioural principles? Is therapy to become a
scientific endeavour with the very clear objective of making human beings act
and think in line with established facts and values? Is it right that it should
aim for normality and adjustment and that it should eliminate sadness and
pain and provide a shortcut to happiness?

Undoubtedly there is much to learn from the scientific input in this field. New
understanding of brain and cognitive processes can help us get a clearer picture
of what goes on in the mind. New social science and psychological research can
guide our explorations and provide important insights into mental illness or
social isolation that are directly relevant to therapy. We need to take all these
new sources of knowledge into our stride. But none of these can prevent human
misery or cure mental illness or eliminate the predictable difficulties of existence
once and for all. The new cognitive science only touches the tip of an iceberg
that philosophers, artists and therapists alike have respectfully circumnavigated
since the beginning of time.
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