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In this paper | propose first w bring Loget.her the central aspects of l}ussell's
theory and examine his notion that hnppmessld'u.pemls |Elpl:m.havmg and
appreciating reasonably continuous success at sc.msiymg ane’s l?asu‘ needs and
correlate interesis. Secondly, | wish to examine the pessimist charge thar
happiness is not attainable largely because of man's unavmd;‘lb!e f.ear of death.
Here 1 shall suggest that Russell’s meliorism successful.Iy parries 'thls and re.la?ed
objections. Thirdly, 1 shall look at the prablems involved in fiﬂtrmmmg
exactly what happiness is, in particulur, whether or not Ru.ssells-chafafcter-
ization, if it is an accurate one, increases the probabiliry of the. mau‘amnhlllt}‘rl of
happiness. The answer to be arrived at here is relevar‘n ‘m his clmr.n that, ﬂ.:’l
occurrence is ‘good” when it satisties desire.”! My thesis is that, while Russell's
rich but loose characterization does raise difficulties, it is a viml part of what
may be called an emerging process satisfaction utilitarian social ethic

Let us begin with his distinction between twao sorts of happine§s, plninl and
fancy. The first is open to say human being, the other is nar. Plain hnpplrtess
requires the having of a central purpose which guides one's ll.f\‘.’.'. It a!so requires
that this purpose be end-specific, that it permit progressively increasing success,
and that the individua! find both joy and worth in this central task.! lf‘ (').thf:l'
words, plain happiness (perhaps best called "having a meaningful life }.15,
according to Russell, the result of having a certain kind of purposeful life.
Fancy happiness, on the other hand, is a mixed mode cnust:d by a more com-
plex set df conditions and, us a rule, is defeated by the existence of contrary
conditions. Russell does not explain the relationship between plain and fancy
happinesd, taking it for granted that the former is easily ubmina'bif.- and an
almost necessary condition for the latter. More often than not, he simply refers
to "fancy happiness” as “happiness.™ B o

Aside from changes in the social system required to promote happiness’ or
personal catastrophe, ordinary day-ro-day unhappiness is largely cnufed by
mistaken views of the world, mistaken ethics, and mistaken habits of life, On
the other hand, ordinary men and women

can achieve happiness, with only o small amount of external prosperity, if they have good
health, a cheerful dispositiod and 4 sound philosophy of hife. .2

Omitting saings, lunatics, and men of genius, ordinary prople need, for their happiness,
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cenain [airly simple conditions, which with a livtle wisdom in economics and politics, could
be fulfilled for aimost everyone. | put first purely physical conditions—food and shelter and
healch. Qnly when these have been secured is it worth while to consider psychological

retjuisites.’
In The Conguest of Happiness Russell provides what is perhaps his most complete
single description of the requisite general conditions.

Happiness . . . depends partly upon external cireumstances and pardy wpon opeself. ..
Certain thing are indispensable to the happiness of most men, but these are simple things:
food and shelter, health, love, successful work and the respeet ol one’s own her. To sume

people parenthood also is essential, Where these things are lacking, only the exceptional
man gan achieve happiness. . . 2

In short, happiness depends on a combination of internal and external causes. It
depends upon having and appreciating reasonubly continuous success at
satisfying one's basic needs and correlate interests.

Notice that Russell also maintains that what is at issue is not universal
happiness but the hoppiness of most persons. Thus, he insists that he is not
talking about the happiness of exceptional individuals but only about most
ordinary men and women, "Our problem," he writes, “is to preserve instincrive
happiness for the many, not only for a privileged few."

1

Three of the more interesting charges against Russell are: first, he assumes
that because happiness seems desirable, it must also be cbrainable; second, thar
since man's consciousness and fear of death are unavoidable for all whe
minimally think about life, that they are, in particular, the most serious threat
to human happiness; third, that since Russell is an “apostate pessimist,” he
passes too lightly over the problem of pessimism.i® Let us consider Schifler’s
charges, starting with the last point.

It is difficult to say whether or not “apostate pessimist” is an accurate label.
I am inclined to believe it is not. If Schiller's criticism is based upon Russell's
position in A Free Man's Worship, as I suspect it is, then he is in error because
that work is not so much the expression of pessimism as it is the rejection of
optimism. And it does not follow that the rejection of optimism entails
pessimism. Apparently Schiller believes, as perhaps many do, that optimism
and pessimism are logical complements. Bur this is not the case.

Pessimism, according to Russell, is the philosophy of tife which holds that
the world is essentially evil and that, because of this, life is ulimately not
worthwhile. Non-pessimism is roughly chat class of beliefs which, for a variety
of reasons, deny that the world is essentially evil. Thus; a non-pessimist may be
an gptimist or a meliorist. An optimist is someone who generally holds that the
world is essentially good. A meliorist, on the other hand, is someone who
maintains that neither the evil nor the goodness of the world appear to be
ultimatcly determined and, most important, that man therefore has both the
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freedom and the power of aiding in the world's beterment. The meliorist
generally holds thar it is possible, if man chooses ro make the effort, to make
the world a berter place to live. Given this frame of reference, Russell emerges
as the great propher of melioristic humanism and A Free Man's Worbsip, 1
suggest, is best imrelfectually interpreted as an awempt to determine the rational
limits of thar meliorism.

Another possible source of confusion is the distinction berween being
intellectually and being temperamentally a pessimist. One can, 1 think, make a
reasonable case for Russell being a temperamental pessimist during much of his
early adulthuod. His relative isolation from other children, his social isolation
due 10 his mathemarics study, his alleged unrequited love for Mrs, Whitehead,
and his "natural” shyness—all may have contributed 1o his tendency to em-
phasize the negative, and to prehend the world with an attitude of relative
despair. In this sense, there is some truth 1o Schiller's charge. However, it is
important to realize that there is linle evidence to show that this mode of
emotional response was intellectually grounded or was the result of the kind of
dispassionate rational scrutiny typical of Russell—and much evidence that ic
was not. Even though Russell may have been a remperamental pessimist-during
the early adult season of his life, he did not (even ac that time) confuse that
disposition (which resulted from poor education and o largely unhappy social
environment) with the truth about the external world. | have already suggested
that A Free Man's Worship, when serutinized from an intellectual point of view,
is definitely melioristic, or at least ends vpon that note.

In the Conquest of Happiness, he stresses the point that “reason lays no
embargo upon happiness” and that the pessimists are “unhappy for some reason
of which they are not aware, und this unhappiness leads them 10 dwell upon
the less agreeable characteristics of the world in which they live,""! And in The
Histury of Western Philnsuphy, he maimtains that "from a scientific point of view,
optimism and pessimism are alike objectionable” and that “belief in either
pessimism' or optimism is a macer of temperament, not of reason.™!
Meliorism, on the other hand, is not predominantly a matter of temperament.

It rests, of at least Russell's particular version appears to rest, on the following
claims:

{1} Judgments that thzre are certuin states of affairs are judpments of fact.

12) Whether ot not centain states of affais—the incvitability of death, the
shuminess ol cemain lives, our relative lock of power over external nuture,
ete,—are evils is a matter of value judgment.

{3) Even if we conclude on the hasis of correct valuation chat there is o long list
of evils that are {aimost as a rule) beyond our pawer, it dues not follow that
life is nut worthwhile.

(4 The reason is shat we create vur own values, And it is hecause we create our
uwn values that, whatever plight the world may be in, we van decide,
eationslly decide, to accept what cannot be changed, chunge what we can
and should, and enjoy buth our limited powers and the sheer experience of
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In 2 sense we have replied to the "terror of death” argument. According to
Russell, “the wise man will be as happy s circumstances permit, and if he [inds
the contemplation of the universe painful beyond a poing, he will conternplate
somerhing else instead."'s Similarly, the wise man is not motivated by irrational
fears, and it is as irrational to fear death as itis to fear the realities of life. Fear is-
the great enemy, It “should nort be overcome not only in action, but in feeling;
and not only in conscious feeling, but in the unconscious as well."!+ Itis posible
“to educate ordinary men and women that they should be able to live without
fear."'t And once fear is eliminated and rational courage is substituted, personal
deash will appear a trivial marer.'s “The secret of happiness is to face the fact
that the world is horrible, horrible, borrible . ... You must feel it deeply, and
not brush it aside . . . . You must feel it right in here”—(Russell said) hitting his
breast—and then you can start being happy again.™"’

The basic question is whether Russell is right in holding that it is possible to
educate ordinary men and women that they should be able to live without fear
at least of death. Pessimists, like Tolstoy and Schiller, seem to be claiming that
it is impossible to do so, thart death, so to speak, is a natural, il not ontological,
terror, Common sense and the evidence indicates the contrary to be true.
Attitudes toward dying and death are malleable.'® And while it is probably an
exaggeration to say that we can come to view personal death as a trivial mater,
Russell seems to be correct in holding that the terror of death and irrational fear
can be eliminated.

Russell believes that a combination of meliorism and a long view of things
provide a sufficient antidote to thwart the paralysis of urter despair. Man can
be educated and is capable of growth. Man not only can improve his lotin life
but, even after very bad times, he resumes his movement towards progress.
Two of Russell's most revealing statements occur in the context of an
evaluation of Spinoza's philosophy. 1 shall quote them at lengrh.

The problem [of the wicked having power] for Spinoza is easier than it is for one who has
no belief in the vltimate goodness of the universe. Spinoza thinks that if you see your
misfortunes as they are in reality, as pan of the concatenation of causes strecehing from the
beginning of time to the end, you will see that they are only misfortunes to you, not o the
univesse, 10 which they are merely passing discords heightening an ultimate harmony. 1
cannot accept this; § think that panticular events are what they are und do net became dil-
ferent by absorption into a whole. Each act of cruelty is eternally o paet of the universes
nothing thar happens later can make that act good rather than bad, or cam confer gerfecrion
on the whole of which it is o part.

Nevertheless, when it is your lot to have 1o endure something that is (or seems o you)
warse than the ordinary lot of mankind, Spinoza's principle of chinking about the whaole. or
at any rate about larger matters than your own grief, is a useful one. There are even tdmes
when it is comforting to reffect that human life, with all tha it contains of evil and
suflering, is an infinitesimal part of the life of the univense. Such reflections may noe suffice
10 constitute a refigion, but in a painful world they are 2 help wward sanity and anantidote
to the paralysis of uter despair.'
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In a similar vein, he writes:

I bad times lie abiead of us we should remember while they last the slow march of man,
checkered in the gast by devestation and retrogessions, hut always resurming the movement
rowards progress. Spinoza, whe was one of the wisest of men and wha lived consistertly in

aceordanve with his own wisdom, advised men 1o view passing events “under the nspect of

eternity.” . . . . The child fives in the minute, the boy in the duy, the instinctive man in the
yeur. The mun inbued with hiswory lives in the epoch. Spinoss would have uslive pot in the
minute, the day, the year or the epoch, butin cternity, Those whe learn 1o do this will find
thae it tukes away the frantic quality and misfortune und prevents the trend 1awards
madness that comes with overwhelming disaster. Spinoza spent the last day of his life
telling cheerful anecdotes to his host. He had written: ‘A free man thinks of denth least of
all things, and his wisdom is a meditation not of deash but of life.” And he carried out his
peecept when jt came 10 his vwa deach.”

To sum up: Russell did not think death was an obstacle 1o happiness
because, like the stoics, he saw little pointin fearing what cannot be conquered.
He was by natwre and intellecrual conviction opposed to fear. And he held a
melioristic and long view of things, which allowed him 10 view passing events
under the aspect of eternity and to view man, in general, as instinctively driven
toward growth, always resuming the movement toward progress.

Even the most casual reading of Russell reveals the importance of happiness.
Not only does the intelligent and vigorous individual desire happiness but the
protection and nurturing of this end is o major purpose, if not the most
important purpose, of the major institutions in a properly run sociery. The
basic aspects of social life—education, politics, the good life itself— requires an
intimate understanding of the nature of life satisfaction, The general aim of
education is to provide a solid basis for happiness. "Happiness in childhood is
absolutely necessary to the production of the best type of human being."t The
same is true of politics, “The most important purpose that political institutions
can achieve is to keep alive in individuals creativeness, vigour, vitality, and the
joy of life."“ Again Russell writes that “a wise humanity, in politics as
elsewhete, comes only of remembering that even the largest groups are
composed of individuals, that individuals can be happy or sad, and that every
* individual in the world who is suffering represents a failure of human wisdom
and of common humanity."”? More important perhaps, happiness contributes
to goodness and not vice versa, The good life is a happy life. "I do not mean,”
he explains, “that if you are good you will be happy: 1 mean that if you are
happy you will be good."’ Thus, unlike thinkers who hold that morality is a (or
the condition) for happiness, Russell maintains that happiness, though not
identical with morality, is, as a rule, a necessary condition.

The difficulty is that if happiness is a general ideal and necessary condition
for morality, and if it is not some clear and distinct idea, then the situation is

e e L e sacioae (o hanoiness. and to
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purport that all that is claimed for them is that they have increased one’s own
happiness.* It is another to maintain that happiness is one of the major human
ends as well as a necessary general condition for morality, and then proceed to
offer seemingly different and unclear recipes. Thus, we have the charge that
Russell's characterization is too fich, foo ldose, And the mure complex™
argument that because of this looseness, because the nature of the goal is
unclear, happiness is generally less artainable.

What | wish to suggest is that this characterization is deliberLte in that
Russell believed that the available evidence indicated that his coriceprion of
happiness allows for the maximum of growth and the achievement o happiness
for the greatest number of persons. This point, | think, had best be elaborated.

One of the most striking features of Russell's account of happiness is his
belief that the word “happiness” can be correctly used 1o denote almost any
kind or level of satisfaction and that “the great practical impormance of
psychology will come in giving ordinary men and wamen a more just conception
of what constitutes human happiness.”¢ For Russell, the central meta-question
is: What is a more just way of conceiving of the kind of life sadsfactions we
wish to subsume under the name of happiness if we wish 1o minimize suffering
and maximize the major modes of life sastisfaction?

Russell's answer, in bold outline, is as follows: First, it must be a goal that
enables men to fully taste what ordinary men might generally be expected to
achieve in life—health, love, interesting work, perhaps parenthood. Second,
the goal must be such as 1o provide for zest and the sense of accomplishment,
two features that generally accompany earned success. This means that the task
must be neither wo difficult nor too easy. The price of aiming roo high, of
having unrealistic expectations, is necessary defeat and pointless frustrations.
The price of aiming two low is boredom and the emasculation of vigor and
zest.” Hence, a just conception of happiness requires that man aim high
encugh to allow for continual growth and the tasting of the fullness of life, yet
low enough to avoid a general sense of furility.

To be more specific: When happiness is properly understood and is the end
that actually motivates men, men will desire the things heretofore mentioned.
This does not imply a general standard for happiness.:® Nor does it imply a
fixed standard. '

All Utopias that have hitherro been constructed are intolerably dull. Any man with any
force in him would rather live in this world with oll its ghestly horvors, than in Platos
Republic or ameng Swift's Houyhnhnms, The men who make LUhopias proceed upon
radically false assumption as to what constitutes a goud life. They conceive thar it is possible
to imagine o certin state of society and a certain way of life which would be once and for
all recognized as good, and should then continue for ever and ever. They do not realize that
much of the greater part of a man's happiness depends upon activiry. and only a very small
remnant consist in passive enjoyment. Even the pleasures which do consistin enjoyment
are only satisfactory, 10 most men, when they come in the intervals of activity. Social
reformers, like inventors of Utopias, are apt to forget this very ubvivus fact of human
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mature. . . . Every vigorous man needs some kind of conrext, some sense of resistance over-
come, in order to feel that he is exercising bis faculties.?”

Not only does happiness require activity, not only is it probably an
indispensable part of happiness to be without something one wants, but
“happiness, if it is to have any depth and solidariry, demands a life built round
some central purpose of a kind demanding continuous activity and permitting of
o . -
progressively increasing success. . o . '
An important illustration of this point occurs in his discussion of having a

so-called ideal income. Russell writes:

it is not the amount of your income that makes you happy, but its rate of incrense. Thf: man

whao enjoys life is the man who, with habits adjusted 10 one standard of life, finds himsell

continually in & position 1o adopt a slightly higher standard. Thart is why,.on the \,‘vholc.
England wss happy under Queen Elizabeth, and America is happy at the present time.!!

Apgain:
The impanant question, in regerd to happiness . . . is not the absotute amounr of onc's

income, but its augmentation or diminution.

Pechaps a very rapid increase, by altering one's habits and ones social milieu, may noc b-c
altagecher a source of contentment, but » continual rise of (say) ten percent, every year is
likely to bring the nearest possible approach o perfecr bliss. . . . Above qllf hc‘ has che
feeling of heing a successiul man, since circumstances adupe themsclt_-cs to his wishes, he
acquires an illusion of omnipotence, than which nothing is more delighful. !t

As the passages which | have just cited show, Russell's treatment uf the
question concerning the atainability of happiness is. subtlt's and differs
significantly from those who hold that happiness consists in havsng prusper‘ed_.
Russell concludes that felicity consists not in having prospered, but in prospering.
That the best way to “attain” happiness is not to artempt to capture it, not to I?e
completely successful, but to have a variery of ends, preferably ?nes rooted in
instinct which permit progressively increasing success, Since continuous growth
is an indispensable condition for happiness and since the happiness of eac!l of us
depends upon the well-being of the whole of mankind, a conception of
happiness fhat protects against remediable suffering and allows for maximum
continuous growth and the achievement of life satisfactions for the greatest
number is the most just and nearly correct view.

1 Bertrand Russell, Human Secity in Elbics and Poliia (HSEP), London, Allen and
Unwin, 1954, p, 15,

2 A process social ethic is one in which the busic meaning of right consists not in
static qualities bur in relations to vital moving processes, in which the content n!' mor?l
jdeals change and require almost continuous pursuit, Russell l?eiieved thar hnppmcs.s is
gencrally necessary for morality, thae right acts are those most fikely m'prc_lduc: happiness
or its like, and that happiness requires almost continuous activity. To this extenr, he holds
& process theory.
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Whether or not Russell ever became a full sutisfaction utilitarian, holding thar the good
consists only in maximizing the satisfaction of desires is 0 debatable question. But the fallowing is
reasonably clear. As early as EB88 he declared himself 1o be an advncate of a utilitrianism closely
akin to thar of Mill's Amoh‘agmpi[y. 1872-1914, pp. 52, 62-63. In the “Elements of Ethics™ {(1910)
he holds a form of ideal wilitarisnism which is closely modeled on G.E. Maute’s position. At least
as carly as 1923 we find an emerging form of satisfaction urilitarianism in The Prospects of Industrial
Civitization {|PIC). Londan, Allen & Unwin, Chaprer [X), where he argues for the impartance,
perhaps primacy, of satisfying deep instinctive human needs. And thar we find a stro ger lorm of
the theory in Humar Society in Ethis and Polina (1954} where Russell seems 1o hur‘d the good
uhimately to be that of the maximizing of the satisfaction of compossible desires,

1
3 The Canguest of Happiness {COH). N.Y., Garden City, 1930, pp. 143-44; “What is Happi-
ness?” (WEH), Martia Armstrong cral, N.Y,, H.C. Kinsey, 1939, p. 59,

4 Russell's use of the word “happy” is problemaric. At the very least he uses the term in
three different ways: Finst, to roughly denote any kind or level of satisfaction; second, especially
when madified by “plain,” to denote the having of goals which, because they are the primary
psychological cause of zest, make fife worthwhile; and third, ta deaate fancy happiness, i.¢., a more
just conceprion of what constitutes humsn happiness for ordinary men and women who
presumably have casily achieved o meaningful lile. For the sake of greater clarity,  use the terms

“satisfaction,” “meaningful life,” and "happiness’ to refer 10 these related bue different areas of
human achievement,

3 The general amd more positive claim is thar the happiness of cach of us depends (ar leas:
{or its security) upon the well-being of mankind, The related negative claim is thar the abolition of
war, ccoriomic exploitation and poverty, and the abolition of education in cruelty and fear are the
major changes in the social spseem which are necessary in order to promaore happiness {COH, 1 5),
A similar theme runs through mosr of Russell's social writings, See: FPrinciples of Socin! Reconstruction
(PSR), London, Allen & Unwin, 1916; Justice in War Time (JWT), Chicago & London, Open
Court, 1917 Education and the Good Life (EGL), Boni & Liveright, 1926, Whit Way w Peace?
{WWP}, Michae} Joseph, 1936.

6 Bertrand Russell, “Are We Any Happler?" (AWAH), Naib's-Pall Mail Magazine, 95, July
1935, p. 121,

7 WIH, p, 58.

8 COH, pp. 242-43. Russcll's deseription of the general conditiuns associated with the
happiness of most ordinary people seems 1o be consistent with the findings of recent empirical
studies. In what is perhaps the most comprehensive study o date, Jonathan Freedman concludes,
in pant, thac satisfying basic needs is closely related 1o happiness. And his list of big-and sociogenic
necds are strikingly similar to Russell's. “People,” he writes, “have many needs and satisfying them
makes it more likely that they will be happy. Complex theories not withstanding, peaple who have
a reasonable income, good health, lave, an established long-term romantic reladlonship (probably
married}, satisfying sex, a job they like, some success and recognition are happier than thase who
do nov. Also those who are sell-confident, have confidence in their guiding values, believe that life
has meaning and direction, and that they have control over their lives are happier. Each singlc
factor may not macter much; people can be happy without ane or more sad can be unhappy even
with many of them; but these elements in life are cleardy related to happiness. (Jonathan L.
Freedman, Happy People, N.Y., Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, 1978, pp- 232-31).

¥ PIC, p. 168.
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10 F.CS, Schiller, “Review of Russells The Conquar of Happiners,” Mind, 40 (1931),
pp. 238-4L. .

1L COH. p. 26.

12 Bertrand Ru;scll. The History uf Western Phifuopby (HWP), 1946, p. 739,
13 COH. pp. 25-26.

14 EGL. p. 65.

L5 EGL, p. 66.

16 EGL, p. 69.

17 Quoted from Alan Wond. Ruuell: The Paysionate Saptir, London, Ailen & Unwin, 1957,
p- 237

18 Kuhler-Ross, Elizabieth, On Death and Dying. N.Y., MacMillan, 1949; Arics, Philippe,
Wetern Attiiude Toward Death, Baltimore, John Hopkins, 1975 and Stannard, David, The Puntan
Way of Death, N.Y., Oxford, 1977.

19 HWP, p. 580.

20 Bertrand Russell, New Hopes for a Changng Warld (NHCW), N.Y., Simon & Schuster,’

1951, pp. {B4-BF.
21 EGL, pp. #1-42,
22 PSR, pp. 134-35.
23 HSEP, pp. 213-34.
24 NHCW, p. 10.
25 'OH. p.ix.

26 "Psychology and Politics,” in Seeptical Esssays, N.Y., Norion, p. 218. The emphusis in
my own.

27 Russell would have largcly agreed with Dara Russell's statement that “boredom and re-
pression, in ather words inactivity, are the worat enemies of human happiness.” (Russell, Dara, The
Right to Happins, New Yurk and London, Hatper, 1927, p, 122).

28

When 1 say that an net is ‘good’ if it increases human happiness, 1 do not imply 3 general
standard for human happiness. { mean 10 say that ‘good’ ought 10 be understood by people
as the pursuit of human happiness; s for whar constitutes that happiness, that is a macter
for acnuinued social debate. We will be wrong snd cireumstinces will aleer what is required
b lees the pumswit of it, 05 we concejve it to be, is the proper
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:ti}ical task. ["A Rlcply 10 Mr. Van Leuven,” 26 January 1963, in Der Beirand Russell
edited by Barry Feinberg and Ronald Kasrils, Bostan, Houghton Mifflin, 1969, p. 96-97.

19 PSR, pp. 93-94, 96.
30 WIH, p. i%. The emphasis is my own.

31 Feinberg, Barry & Ronald Kasrils, Bertrand Ruisellt Amenca 1894-1945, N.Y, Viking,

1973, p. 249. Quoted (rom "Optimistic America,” The Herald Tribune Magn:fm‘ MNew York
May 6, 1928, | .

32 AWAH, p. 210. |



