
Is Harvard’s New ‘Center of
Happiness’ Quixotic?
The Harvard Gazette reported last month that it’s school of
public health will create a new center to study happiness.  

The center, created with a $21 million gift, will research how
negative social circumstances—poverty, insecurity, poor social
relationships,  etc.—can  impact  happiness,  as  well  as  the
following areas:

Identifying and developing a measurement instrument—a
positive psychological well-being index, or “happiness
index” — that can assess psychological well-being in a
systematic and scientifically sound manner.
Understanding  the  relationship  between  psychological
well-being and cardiovascular health, healthy aging,
and longevity.
Determining  the  effects  of  interventions  promoting
psychological  well-being,  such  as  mindfulness-based
practices on health and happiness. This research will
look at the potential of these practices to influence
diseases such as diabetes, cancer, and mental health
issues  such  as  anxiety,  depression,  and  bipolar
disease.
Examining the role of communications — ranging from
television programming to social media — on engagement,
health, and happiness.

One is tempted to have a little fun with the Ivy League school
for  creating  a  multi-million  dollar  center  to  explore
happiness.  But  in  truth  it’s  an  elusive  idea.

On one hand, it has been observed, by thinkers from Immanuel
Kant to Aldous Huxley, that happiness is difficult to obtain
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in conscious pursuit. As Kant said:

“It is not right for men to seek happiness or to wish to be
happy. Rather, they should wish so to conduct their lives
that they deserve to be happy.”

On the other, research shows that the subconscious mind often
works to undermine our happiness.

The  Greek  philosopher  Aristotle  was  one  of  the  earliest
thinkers to seriously attempt to define what happiness is.
Here is what he said happiness is not:

Happiness does not lie in amusement; it would, indeed, be
strange if the end were amusement, and one were to take
trouble and suffer hardship all one’s life in order to amuse
oneself. For, in a word, everything that we choose we choose
for the sake of something else-except happiness, which is an
end. Now to exert oneself and work for the sake of amusement
seems silly and utterly childish. But to amuse oneself in
order that one may exert oneself, as Anacharsis puts it,
seems right; for amusement is a sort of relaxation, and we
need relaxation because we cannot work continuously. 

Aristotle also tells us work is not the end (“the telos”) of
happiness:

Just as war is for the sake of peace, so work is for the sake
of leisure and what is necessary and useful is for the sake
of what is noble…

One should be able to work and go to war, but should rather
prefer to remain at peace and be at leisure, and accordingly,
one should act with a view to what is necessary and useful,
but, more so, with a view to what is noble…

So where does happiness lie?
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Aristotle says it cannot be attained during the course of
life. It can only be attained upon the reflection of life
(either after a person has expired or as the person reflects
on his life in twilight).

This idea is perhaps best explained through the parable of
Solon and Croesus, a story from Herodotus that Aristotle used
to share this idea. The parable ends thus:

The wealthy man, it is true, is better able to content his
desires, and bear up against sudden calamity. The man of
moderate means has less ability to withstand these evils,
from which, however, his good luck may keep him clear. If so,
he enjoys all these following blessings: he is whole of limb,
a stranger to disease, free from misfortune, happy in his
children, and comely to look upon. If in addition to all
this, he ends his life well, he is truly the man who may
rightly be termed happy. Call him, however, until he die, not
happy but fortunate. 

Will Harvard’s quest to unravel the riddle of happiness bear
fruit?

Or would the money have been better spent some other way,
whether it be a noble cause (feeding starving children) or a
selfish cause (women and wine)?
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