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Foreword

“Today is just not my day!” If you can say that
you’re in luck. For many people it lasts much
longer than a single day. They have to live day in
day out with misfortune, through no fault of
their own. This is made worse by the fact that
we live in an age where we are made to feel we
should be happy all the time. It is broadcast
from the billboards: “Happiness!” Ads proclaim:
“How to be happy!” Brochures promise us:
“Even more happiness!” You can even book it at
the travel agent: “Happiness guaranteed!” The
newspapers run with titles like “Get switched
on to happiness” one week, only to ask the next,
“Why aren’t we getting happier?” 

To avoid any potential misunderstanding: It
is of course a symptom of progress that we can
concern ourselves with happiness rather than
survival or fulfilling our duties. But what hap-
pens when happiness itself becomes a duty?The
hype about happiness has itself acquired a nor-
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mative meaning; it reinforces a new norm for the
individual: You must be happy or else your life
isn’t worth living. If you happen to be unhappy,
you begin to wonder whether you are missing
something, to question whether you are cut out
for happiness at all. Clearly, you have failed.
Everyone else seems to succeed at it; or at least
to work hard at giving that impression. Envy
consumes the unhappy. If the worldwide happi-
ness industry is to be believed, they will never
join the ranks of the happy who inhabit the
planet.

The tyranny of happiness threatens to squeeze
out any room for unhappiness. Anyone who
dares to challenge the absolute power of happi-
ness in our day-to-day lives will be faced with
an uphill struggle. There is no doubt that obses-
sive pessimism is a pain. But ostentatious opti-
mism is no laughing matter either. The unhappy
are browbeaten to the point where they no
longer dare to talk about how they are feeling,
or even think about it, as that would be to in-
dulge in negative thinking, whereas they feel
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they are duty-bound to see everything in a pos-
itive light.

What are the causes of these hysterical out-
breaks of happiness? One is certainly the flight
into happiness. As we feel external pressures im-
pinging on us more and more, we seek all the
more urgently to find happiness within: Am I
happy? Why everyone else and not me? How
can I become happy in the future? But pressing
questions are also thrown up by the ‘dark side’
of happiness: How many are driven to unhappi-
ness simply because they believe they should be
happy? What about the many unhappy ones who
have to contend not only with their own unhap-
piness but also with the exorbitant happiness of
everyone else? Surely, they can only feel increas-
ingly excluded, surrounded as they are by the
apparently happy insisting ever more stridently
on their own happiness?

The escalating paeans to happiness elicit
these questions because they are, in part at least,
and not to put too fine a point on it, antisocial.
They are indifferent to what happens to those
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who fall through the ‘happiness cracks’, that is,
those in our society – and even more so in the
world at large – who are forced to endure the
misery of adverse conditions. What about the
drawbacks of happiness? Not an issue, the argu-
ment goes. And if so, people only have them-
selves to blame. They refuse to be happy. They
don’t try hard enough. They haven’t read all the
self-help books carefully enough. Perhaps they
simply aren’t capable of being happy due to
some genetic flaw or social disadvantage. That’s
unfortunate, but “it’s not my problem.”The un-
happy today are like modern-day lepers, treated
as outcasts, everyone keeps a distance.

Haven’t I myself contributed to the increased
attention given to happiness with my own pre-
vious book Happiness: EverythingYou Need to Know
About It*? Maybe so, yet with the important
rider that happiness is not the most important thing
in life. My aim here is not, however, to deny that
happiness is important, but to try and put it into
perspective. Happiness is important, but mean-
ing is more important. That happiness is the be
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all and end all is a fairy tale told by those who
want to use happiness to fill the void in modern
life left by the absence of meaning. But it is sim-
ply not up to the job. In life, a bit of happiness
is the icing on the cake, and anyone will be
grateful if some comes his way. But it is best
taken in moderation. The power of happiness has
limits, and asking too much of it makes no sense
at all. 

Isn’t the task of the art of living to contribute
to successful living and to make people happy? Of
course, but failure and unhappiness have a place
in human life too; and not least because they
cannot simply be banished from it. Success is not
the only option; failure is always a possibility. I
have noticed that I am always taken aback when
people talk about successful living. One cannot
simply claim success as a prize, it’s not possible.
The best we can hope for is partial success. And
a beautiful, fulfilled life is not necessarily the
same as a successful one. So why invest so much
in happiness and success? What if happiness
doesn’t find me? What is left behind when hap-
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piness departs, when a project, a relationship, a
career or an entire life runs aground?

This ubiquitous discussion of happiness feeds
the illusion that there could be such a thing as a
successful life or a successful relationship with-
out losses or drawbacks along the way. That in
turn leads people to feel doubly unhappy when
things do in fact go wrong. If you set your heart
on happiness at any price and balk at the merest
suggestion of unhappiness, you will be even
more distraught to learn there is no such thing
as unblemished joy. Wrestling with all the set-
backs will cost you the strength you might oth-
erwise have used to get over them, and the
resulting exhaustion increases the unhappiness
even further.

The great historical almanac of humanity
boasts a slim chapter on the subject of happiness
and a very considerable volume devoted to the
rest. The desire to improve this ratio is certainly
something to be supported. Wanting to turn it
around, however, is unrealistic. Being unhappy
is not something peculiar to human beings; an-
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imals can most likely do it too. But people can
dream of alternatives. They are capable of know-
ing that there are reasons for unhappiness, and
if they cannot find any, that is all the more rea-
son to be unhappy. There is no way back to an
animal existence; the only hope for such people
is to recognize the unique nature of being
human. Only then can their lives become richer
and, at the same time, easier.

The real challenge in life is not how to be
happy. With just a little know-how and a bit of
practice anyone can do it; even if it’s only for a
short time. It is much more difficult to come to
terms with being unhappy, to accept it and to
bear it. That is truly heroic! This is what consti-
tutes the other and more significant part of the
art of living; one which is much more interesting
for many more people. At any given moment,
there is more than a small minority of unhappy
people. This book is dedicated to them – to hon-
oring and encouraging them.
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