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The Good Life 3: What is happiness? 

What is happiness? This is a big question. 

The answer to this question may differ between people living in big cities and people 

living in small towns. People living in big cities might answer this question with the 

notions that happiness is eating in restaurants, all-night clubbing, swimming in back 

yard pools and driving fast red sports cars. In contrast, people in small towns might 

express happiness with notions of slow-paced living, eating home-cooked meals with 

friends, “early to bed and early to rise” and sitting on verandahs watching birds flit 

amongst the trees. Among people, lifestyles that bring happiness may differ. However, 

people living different lifestyles appear happy with living their particular lifestyle. 

Of course, both lifestyles have negative aspects as well. In big cities, housing and cost 

of living are expensive which makes maintaining employment and gaining high salaries 

as foci in life. Whereas, in small towns, fewer employment opportunities, limited 

entertainment activities and town gossip seem to feature in people’s lives. Moreover, 

physical well-being, mental health and drug abuse are prominent issues in both 

communities. People living in either big cities or small towns seem to be suffering. 

Happiness is quite difficult to define when we evaluate different lifestyles. With so 

many different behaviours and with people reacting differently to each of those 

behaviours, it is difficult to define happiness in behavioural terms. Also, social 

surroundings of communities usually demand different duties and obligations of its 

citizens, irrespective of whether people are living in big cities or small towns. 

Communities have rules and punishments which coerce its citizens to behave in 

particular ways. So, focusing on behavioural assessments plus the influence of 

community life on citizens seems to make happiness a complex issue. 

With these thoughts in mind, perhaps happiness should not be assessed in behavioural 

terms but more in terms of emotional fulfillment. Furthermore, we may need to 

include in our assessments of happiness the comfort level of surroundings and 

personal expectations of the future. So, let’s assess happiness in terms of comfort 

levels and emotional fulfillment.   
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One feature of happiness is living in comfortable surroundings with positive outlooks 

for the future. Firstly, a stable planet brings comfort to our lives - the planet Earth 

houses us, feeds us and gives us our places of pleasure. We gain comfort from planet 

Earth when we have adequate food supplies, have shelter from planetary stressors as 

well as have strategies to combat those planetary stressors. Secondly, friendships bring 

comfort to our lives. We gain comfort in our personal relationships when we share 

experiences with others, assist each other in personal pursuits and co-operate together 

to attain common goals.  In all, a stable planet and cohesive communities in both 

immediate times and expected future allows us to live comfortable lives. The level of 

comfort we feel in our external surroundings and our personal predictions of comfort 

in the future affect personal happiness. 

A second, and possibly more direct, feature of happiness is emotional fulfillment. We 

desire “living the way we want to live”. Generally, we prefer to act unencumbered of 

finance and social expectations. This feature of happiness acknowledges the ‘rightness’ 

and ‘wrongness’ of personal behaviours based on personal moral assessments. That is, 

happiness includes independence of action where people express behaviors that they 

feel are right and good rather than behave to community obligations and the 

expectations of others. In specific terms, not only do we desire to do as we want but 

we also desire to act to our own personal sense of right and good. We prefer to make 

lifestyle choices that are based on our own personal moral code. Happiness is 

expressing behaviours that the self prefers rather than aligning behaviours to the 

preferences of others. 

An important aspect of ‘independence of action’ is that our own behaviors contribute 

to our own happiness: we desire to clearly see and feel the “fruits of our own labor” 

bringing us personal pleasure. Generally, we desire to know the reasons for our 

behaviors and, for happiness, we desire those reasons appeal to the self. That is, we 

desire obvious connections between personal behaviours and emotional fulfillment. 

Examples of direct connections between personal behaviours and emotional fulfillment 

occur when personal survival is a direct result of the self planting, growing, reaping and 

cooking food. Also, along the same lines, artistic endeavours like music and pottery 
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bring direct connections between personal behaviours and emotional pleasure. In 

contrast, we may question how sitting at a desk pushing buttons on a computer or how 

selling goods to unknown customers contribute to our own personal happiness. With 

these contrasting examples, the pathway between personal behaviors and emotional 

fulfillment is long and convoluted. That is, we do not easily see and feel the 

connections between personal behaviours and emotional rewards with these 

contrasting examples. In sum, independence of action means people fulfill their own 

personal desires with their own behaviours.  

Finally, independence of action also uncovers a desire to be in control of personal 

behaviours. We want purpose in our behaviours. ‘Purpose of Behaviour’ is not the 

meaning of life, but personal meaning in expressed behaviors. Specifically, we have a 

personal sense of ‘right’ and ‘good’ and we desire to act to that sense of ‘right’ and 

‘good’. We desire to control personal behaviours in order to contribute to our personal 

sense of morally right and good results. We would rather not have others force us to 

align personal behaviours to their sense of morally right and good results. In other 

words, we desire that our goals in life are relevant to our personal happiness and that 

our behaviors are necessary to attain these goals. ‘Purpose of Behaviour’ demands, 

firstly, independence of individuals within groups to control their own behaviours and, 

secondly, individuals with direct connections between personal behaviors and their 

own sense of moral rightness. Purpose of behaviour means that people are in control 

of their behaviours and, also, that their own personal moral code motivates personal 

behaviours.  

Overall, our happiness appears to be linked to a stable planet, cohesive communities 

and personal moral code. We desire to live in comfortable physical surroundings, to 

participate in friendly relationships and to create links between our behaviors and our 

personal sense of moral rightness. ‘Comfortable physical surroundings’ and ‘friendly 

relationships’ are fairly easy concepts to understand...but the terms ‘personal moral 

code’ and ‘moral rightness’ seem a little fluffy, don’t they? What is personal morality? 

We have described personal morality as behaving to personal thoughts of the moral 

right and good – but what does that mean? 
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Actually, we have indirectly defined personal morality. The foundation of personal 

moral code is assessing the personal impacts on the lives of self and others. We 

morally assess personal contribution to both the lives and surroundings of self and 

others. Our moral assessments of personal behaviours impact on our personal 

happiness. Fundamentally, leading moral lives include personal contributions to a 

stable planet and cohesive communities with personally-preferred behaviours for the 

advantage of both self and others. In contrast, when we contribute to destroying 

ecosystems we cause survival concerns for self and others; when we contribute to 

destabilizing communities we intensify the competitiveness in relationships for self and 

others. In all, personal moral code judges personal behaviours with respect to the 

impacts on the self and others. 

Possibly, of most convenience, we may describe personal moral code with respect to 

cherished values. The foundation of these cherished values is both personal survival 

and emotional fulfillment. Primarily, we desire personal survival: we will do almost 

anything to survive. We will even follow behaviours of others and ignore personally-

preferred behaviours just to survive. So, one key cherished value in our personal moral 

code is survival.  

However, when we look beyond survival and consider happiness, personal emotions 

come to the fore in our moral assessments. Personal emotions become the foundation 

of the other cherished values in our personal moral code. Actually, most people live 

with the emotions of desire and fear. Most people have basic desires of ‘living with 

friends in comfortable surroundings’ and ‘doing activities one enjoys’. One can easily 

argue that fear arises when people do not have friends, live in dangerous surroundings 

and are forced to do different activities. In fact, one could further argue that when 

people degrade natural surroundings, mistreat other people and ignore personally-

treasured behaviours they contribute to their own fears and, of course, unhappiness.  

In other words, our emotions are fulfilled when we live to personal desires while 

happiness is difficult when we act against personal desires. In sum, ‘moral rightness’ 

and ‘moral wrongness’ is based on alignment or transgressions of personal desires. 

Generally, when we base lifestyle assessments on behavioural alignment to personal 
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moral code, emotional fulfillment judges the rightness and wrongness of our 

participation in relationships, of our personal treatment of the natural world as well as 

both the intentions and repercussions of personal behaviours. In total, concerns of 

happiness include morally assessing personal methods of survival, personal treatment 

of other people, personal treatment we receive from other people, personal 

participation in relationships and personal expressions of behaviours.  

Based on these emotional terms we can assess expressed behaviours with respect to 

personal moral code:  

 When we assist other people to reach their personally-treasured goals - we 

show love for others;  

 When we express personal desires then other people can assist us to reach our 

own personally-treasured goals - we feel loved by others;  

 When we express personally-preferred behaviours – we feel that  

o (a) Other people respect us for the person we are and  

o (b) We have reason to respect the self.  

Specifically, the foundation of happiness is the fulfillment of the emotions ‘love’ and 

‘respect’. We desire to assist others and to be assisted by others; we desire to be 

respected for the true person we are by both others and the self. Fulfilling these 

desires bring comfort in personal relationships and allow personal expressions of the 

true self.  

Consequently, in addition to the cherished value of survival, there are another four 

cherished values: love, be loved, social respect and self respect. That is, emotional 

fulfillment is gained when we use our personal moral code to judge the ‘rightness’ of 

both personally expressed behaviours and the impacts of those behaviours on physical 

surroundings, on other people and on the self. Needless to say, behaviours that 

transgress any of these four cherished values bring fear, guilt and, of course, 

unhappiness. So, we lead moral lives only when our own expressed behaviours fulfill 

the emotions of love and respect; with emotional fulfillment we become happy. 
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In sum, personal moral code is defined with the following five cherished values: 

 Value of Survival – access to survival resources. 

 Value of Love – to help others, to feel useful. 

 Value of Being Loved – to be helped by others, to feel support. 

 Value of Social Respect – to be respected by others, to feel comfortable with 

others. 

 Value of Self Respect – to respect the self, to act independently. 

Of course, transgressing any of these cherished values is ‘morally wrong’. 

Transgressions mean that we act against cherished values and are unable to gain 

emotional fulfillment. These transgressions occur when we act against our own 

survival, when we act as obstacles to the lives of others, when we do not inform others 

of personal desires and, as well, when we do not act to personal preferences which 

leads to lack of respect from both self and others. Immoral behaviour negatively 

impacts on the lives of both self and others and leads to unhappy lives. 

So, let’s summarize happiness? 

1. We desire survival. We desire sustenance and to be protected from planetary 

stressors. 

2. We desire emotional fulfillment. We desire to fulfill personally-cherished values of 

Love, Be Loved, Social Respect and Self Respect. 

3. We desire independence of action. We desire control of personal behaviours and, 

in addition, that our behaviors attain personally-treasured goals and that our goals 

fulfill cherished values. 

4. We desire to live in comfortable surroundings. We desire to live on a safe planet, 

to participate in friendly relationships and to express the personal self… all in both 

immediate times and the future. 

In conclusion, happiness means surviving, fulfilling the emotions of love and respect, 

living in comfortable surroundings and holding expectations of leading moral lives in 
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comfortable surroundings in our future. 

You might say that all this is good stuff…but surely we cannot just do anything we like. 

We might break something we value or hurt someone we love – that will not make us 

too happy. This is the theme of the next article – “Limits of Happiness”. 

 


