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THE ILLUSION OF PERFECT HAPPINESS
There is a great misunderstanding about what it means to live a happy life, and it can be summed
up in the popular symbol of the smiley face.
Now, I like to smile. I love feeling that kind of glowing, delighted state of emotional bliss. It's
wonderful to be full of joy and love and laughter. But feeling those things doesn't in and of itself
make for a happy life; and just because we don't happen to feel them in the moment doesn't mean
we are unhappy.
In fact, if simply feeling those emotions all the time was what constituted happiness, and if Aristotle
was correct in saying that, "Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and
end of human existence," then it would be a simple matter to find the right combination of drugs
that would perpetually bathe our neurons with joyful chemicals, and we could all be perpetually
happy and fulfill the aim and end of our existence.
But this smiley face view of happiness is a mistake.
A happy life is an engaged life, an active life, an ethical life, a life that we create; a life we can be
proud of... it is not a perfect life.
If we have a view of happiness that tells us that to feel sad or angry or afraid is a sign of failure, or
a moral shortcoming of some kind, we're actually setting ourselves up for a miserable bind. The
"negative" emotions of life are just as important as the "positive" emotions, in their own way... and
when they are not overdone.
Nobody wants to walk around feeling afraid all the time... or angry, or sad. These feelings, in and
of themselves, don't make for a good life either.
But they do provide us with important information about what is going on. Used well, they are
responses to actual circumstances.
Anger is a response to trespass. If somebody crosses a line where our territory or
integrity or values are being violated or threatened, anger lets us know to check this out,
and it gives us the emotional energy to push back and protect what matters to us.
Fear is a response to perceived or imagined danger. The challenge becomes discerning
whether a given feeling of fear is in response to something real or imagined.
Sadness is a response to loss. The challenge with sadness can be to let it run its course,
and allow other, more positive feelings to come back around.
This list is not exhaustive, of course, but it can give us an idea of the value of some of the
emotions that are not as pleasant as the "happier" emotions.
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A happy life includes the entire range of feelings, an expansive vision of possibilities, and a
grounded and accurate relationship to reality. To navigate our emotional life is to integrate what we
feel with a clear assessment of reality, and to choose what we want to do with the information and
experience contained within our emotional life.
We don't want to dwell on and become overwhelmed by fear, or sadness, or anger, but neither do
we want to avoid these feelings, or judge them as some kind of moral failing.
The Illusion of Perfect Happiness
An absurd example of this was attempted in the latest version of the diagnostic manual of
psychology, the DSM-5. In it, a person who has just experienced a major loss of a loved one is
diagnosed with a depressive disorder if they feel depressed at all - any time from the moment of
loss.
It used to be that there was a reasonable time frame for this diagnosis that corresponded with
natural human grief. But with today's emphasis on psychopharmacology - and the illusion of perfect
happiness - normal human grieving is now seen by some as something to be avoided at all times
and at all costs - to the point where it's labeled a psychological disorder.
Grief is a natural response to loss. Depression is not pleasant, and it is not something to indulge or
succumb to, but it is also very human. As a psychological problem, it is generally a symptom of
helplessness. But helpless is exactly what we feel when we face great loss. So depression can be
a reasonable and natural response. For a while: a few months, maybe a year or so.
That doesn't mean that you ever fully "get over" such a loss. I lost both of my parents about a
dozen years ago, and I still miss them, and feel sad at times wishing I could see them. But I also
don't walk around obsessed with their loss, or disabled by depression.
Our sadness honors those we have loved and lost. Indulging and ruminating on that loss for too
long is a disabling choice, which does not honor those lost, but only serves to make us miserable
and ineffective.
There is complexity to such emotions, and to such states as depression. They are experiences to
wrestle with, to make sense of, and to integrate into our good and happy lives. They are not to be
avoided in the name of some perfect vision of bliss or mindless cheeriness; nor are they to be
taken on as a perpetual atmosphere of one's life.
Living With Integrity
Happiness is a way of life. It is something that we do. And actively, purposefully integrating our
entire range of emotions is one of the central actions that lead to a happy life.
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This is not something that anybody does perfectly. Integrity is always a work in progress, and
integrating our emotional experience is a central task of living with integrity. But it is something that
we can practice, and improve on, and eventually achieve a degree of mastery with.
This is a major task of each of our lives. It is central to what it means to be human. There is not a
simple answer to all of our emotional challenges. It takes work, it takes consciousness, and it takes
understanding that sometimes life hurts, and then it's our job to assess the situation, bandage up
our wounds and carry on with life as best as we can.
Happiness is not a smiley face, and it's not perfection. It's a complex achievement of
consciousness and purposeful action. Far from the frivolous symbolism of our smiley friend, true
happiness as Aristotle spoke of it is something that is earned.
Joel F. Wade, Ph.D. is the author of Mastering Happiness. He is a marriage and family therapist
and life coach who works with people around the world via phone and Skype. You can get a FREE
Learning Optimism E-Course if you sign up at his website, www.drjoelwade.com.
Discuss this item on the forums. Click Here!
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