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e - 1 ccientists distri jecti 1l-bei estionnaires and correlate the results
\ W Social scientists distribute subjective we eing qu ! ! y )
;"r with socio-economic factors such as wealth and po¥1t1cal freed?g. 1.31ologls'ts use :1 e Sarzl.
< questionnaiires, I‘Sut correlate the answers people give them ng:k biochemical and genetic
> factors. Their f indings are shocking. :
>§ Biologists hold that our mental and emotional world is governed by biochemical
T“' mechanisms shaped by millions of years of evolution. Likel:/all other mental states, .our
B subjective well-being is not determined by external parameters such as salary, social relatlo“i, vy
S or political rights. Rather, it is determined by a complex system of nerves, neurons, apses
& and various ‘bfochiemical subs -ances such as serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin. '
o Nobody is ever made happy by winning the lottery, buying a house, getting a promotion N
.J: or even finding true love. People are made happy by one thing and one thing only — pleasant ’
P P entions in their bodies. A person who just won the lottery or found new love and jumps
fr‘om[j is not really reacting to the money or the lover. She is reacting to various hormones ?
E"Coutrsi gwtmough her bloodstream, and to the storm of electric signals flashing between g
different parts of her brain. N
Unfortunately for all hopes of creating heaven on earth, our internal biochemical system 3
g seems to be programmed to keep happiness levels relatively constant ;I'fhneol;‘g"’is no natural E
selection for happiness as such - a happy hermit’s genetic line will go extinct as the genes of }
s a pair of anxious parents get carried on to the next generation.@appiness and misery play a é

role in evolution e,
reproductionﬂ?erhaps it’s not surprising, then, that evolution has moulded us

too miserable nor to ha&ppy. It enables us to enjoy a mo
o\ Lk SEnSAnZ™ VN, :
but these never last for ever. Sooner or later they subside and give place to unpleasant

sensations.

genes by having sex with fertile females. If sex were not accompanied by such pleasure, few

. vl .
only to the extent that they encourage.or dnﬁscou age ‘l.krvwal and
Ao and ND.. ALY B QDS Y NEm) . ) \a-»%*wn 2 n{'\

0 Be neither
ntary rush of pleasant sensations,

IRy 5

For example, evolution provided pleasant feelings as rewards to males who spread their

males would bother. At the same time, evolution made sure that these pleasant feelings
NGy

quickly Subsided. If Grgasms were to last forever, the very happy males would die of hunger
for lack of interest in food, and would not take the trouble to look for additional fertile

females.
Some scholars compare human biochemistry to an air-conditioning system that keeps
the temperature constant, come heatwave or snowstorm. Events might momentarily ch: ] ,'

the temperature, but the air-conditioning system ,always returns the temperature b@
Susly A pornk af aHave - ' o

same set point. Sek

Some air-conditioning systems are set at twer“:y—five degrees Celsius. (
twenty degrees. Human happiness conditioning §y.sitemsa also differ -
On a scale from one to ten, some people are born with a |
allows their mood to swing between levels six ;! ;
person is quite happy even if she lives in ar
exchange crash and is diagnosed with d
biochemistry that swings between three a
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t {u e with all the latest technological gadgets and a view to the Champs-Elysées.
Et[:ntwel we would expect the banker to be much happier than the peasant. Skiowevgr,
: nd the Champs-Elysees don’t really determine our mood. Serotonin
—ud huts, penthouses a e et

t fgdieva easant completed the construction of his mu
. Whe"% > o-pa;:'m]‘)P inging i level X. When in 2014 the banker made the last
fetreted serotonin, bringing 1t Up to level A. en in 2014

neurons s€ Jo :
payment on his wonderful penthouse, brain neurons secreted a similar amount of serotonin,
bringing it up to 2 similar level X. It makes no difference to the brain that the penthouse 18

s that at present the

far more comfortable than the mud hut. The only thing that matters i -
level of serotonin is X. Consequently the banker would not be one iota happier than his

great-great—great—grandfather, the poor medieval peasant.

This is true not only of private lives, but also of great collectjve events.|Take, for example,
the French Revolution. The revolutionaries weregllalgsy: they executed the kipg, gave lands to
noble privileges and waged war against

the peasants, declared the rights of man, abolishe
~the whole of Europe. Yet none of that changed Frenc}lobiochemistry. onsequently, despite
e ot : . VP ¥ wlhib ;
all the political, social, ideological and economic pheavals'broughta out by the revolution,

its impact on French happiness was small.&hose who won a cheerful biochemistry in the

genetic lottery were just as F}:%Eg’-}\r Be‘fo‘fgg the rev%??on gspoaét t‘r.eTsa(:rsle &ﬁtriegslsoa:g
Frent!

biochemistry complained about obespierre and Napoleo wit
> which they earlier complained about Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette.} Kiny ¥ ‘g"‘m% n,
If so, what good was the French :Ee:/olution? If people did not become any happier,
then what was the point of all thatchaos foar, blood and war? Biologists would never have | 3
) om Lh Pe ? =) 3 gq) A 0 Q‘__@m'\’ |
“ stormeé the Bastllle(.' lseopfe }’t'ﬁfnf'(\ tthatP cﬂ{‘lg Political revoluofigﬁdoretha)it ;oac‘%'f Teform will &
make them happy, but their biochemistri’fstﬁclmﬁem time and again.

There is only one historical development that has real significance. Today, when we

finally realise that the(keys to happiness are in the h d of?our bjochemical s Stfﬂ’ we can_ Aqnl
stop wasting our time-on politics and social reform‘s‘,'l%uef ch @\g‘ei%lglogixgg, and?c?c?&m e i
instead on the only thing that can make us truly happy: anlpﬂfatm our biochemistry. If

b(,evywe . nvest billions in understanding our brai emistry and developing apprgpriate
pul treatments, we can make people far hapg}ss etpgm ever before, without any need of revolutions
but by raising serotonin levels it lifts people

& Prozac, for example, does not change regimes,

¢t out of their depression.
cal argument better than the famous New Age sloga

ot ) Nothing captures Eg},% 'Biglogi :
o ‘Happiness Begins ithin. Money, social status, phastic surgery, beautiful houses, powerful

positions — none of these will bring you happiness.(Lasting happiness comes only fr
serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin. | ~ j o
: G530 o
In Aldous Huxley's-dystopian novel brave New World, published in 1932 at t _
of the Great Depression, happiness is the supreme value and ps = drugs te -
s the foundation—of-pelitic Sachday SACH | =

police and the ba
‘“oma, a synthetic dru
gfficicncy. Lhe Vvor e that g
revolutions, strikes or demonstrations, bec
current conditions, whatever they may be. H

_ George Orwell’s
hanm i -
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a8 Inipulate their biochemical system.

Chemical Happiness and the Meaning of Life

put it is hard to explain why. Everybody is happy all the time - what could be wrong Xvith

0 ) .
)ka/_égl_ge. To be happy is no more and no less than experiencing
Since our biochemistry limits the volume and duration of these sensations, the only way to

make people experience a high level of happiness over an extended period of time is to

- : B et
But that definition of happiness is contested by some scholars.
Daniel Kahneman, winner of the Nobel Pri ?in Dscsgnomics, asked people to recount a typical
work day, going through it episode by ep1socTe md evaluating how much they enjoyed or

disliked each moment. He discovered Wgﬂt seems to be a paradox in most people’s view of

/Huxley's discor‘i‘c':‘::ting world is based on the biological assumption that happiness equals
pleasant bodily sensations.

In a famous study,

their lives. Take the work involved ir}:)rais' gYa)i child. Kahneman found that when counting
OFEAD A,
o be a rather

momenti,of joy and moments of drud.ge\ry, bringing up a child turns out t

UHE e%sanﬁ affair. It consists largely of changing nappies, washing dishes and dealing with
(o

témper tantrurns, which nobody likes to do. Yet most parents declare that their children are
their chief source of happiness. Does it mean that people don't really know what’s good for

them?
That’s one option. Another is that the findings demonstrate that happiness is not the

M\S\”’S%ms of pleasant over unpleasant moments. Rather, happiness consisti in seein%% %{% lif"e
nd e

A

in its entirety as meaningful and worthwhile. There is an important cognitivea thical

- W_\M’\— .
component to happiness. O}Hagesgm%(e all the difference to whether we see ourselves as

laves to a bab Cictator or.as ‘lovingly nurtlirin?;ja new life! As Nietzsche put it, f
P L‘Jﬂ}:i

Bgza‘&mivs’gzrab}& staves to _ 1O ann) 2R . ;
fyou ave a why tﬁive, you ca"ﬁ% ar almost any how. A meaningful life can be extremely
satisfying even in the midst of h&rdship, whereas a meaningless life is a terrible or e

matter how &:brﬁfortébléigis_.g — st]
Though people in aalé\:c ltures and eras have felt the same type of pleasures and pains,
cl{ibed to their experiences has gPBbablY varied widely. If so, the

the meaning they have e : ' )
history of might have been far more tiebulent than biologists imagine. It's a
conclusion that does not necessarily favour modernity.

Assessing life minute by minute, edieval people certainly had it rough. I.-Iowev?r, Iff
they believed the promise of everlastbg)’ %I%Ilss i‘r]:?he afterlife, they may well have viewed their

] 0» : d ecular people, who in t
: ] and worthwhile than modegn M y E
lives as far more meaningful an QEEBM / g PYN..

! ‘ ingles
lerm can expect nothing but complete and 'meamng _ Pt~
with your li?e as a whole?, people in the Middle Ages might have scored thﬁw

subjective well-being questionnaire. _

g'our medieval ancestofs were ha
a%lusi s ab ifed Yes. As long as nobody u

out the afterli . nob
they?@zm we can tell, from a pureé}( scl

: ‘ gy
meaning. Humans are the outcome Of B
. Qur actions are not

goal or pu 3§§\ — g
were to blow up tomOTfW m :
business as usual. As f‘” s we ca.:'

ppy because they found
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