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A Brief History Of
Happiness

The Eternal Pursuit: An
Introduction to the History of
Happiness

Happiness is one of the most sought-after yet elusive
experiences in human life. Every person, in every corner
of the world, seems to want it, yet defining what it actually
means has occupied thinkers, writers, and scientists for
millennia. Is happiness a fleeting emotion, a long-term
state of contentment, or something else entirely? The
answer shifts depending on the century and culture you
examine. What we today call "happiness" has been known
by many names, pursued through different means, and
understood through vastly different frameworks. In this
article, we offer A Brief History Of Happiness, tracing
how the concept has evolved from ancient philosophy
through to modern neuroscience. Understanding this
evolution not only illuminates the past but helps us see our
own pursuit of happiness with fresh eyes.



Ancient Foundations:
Happiness as Virtue and

Harmony

The Western conversation about happiness begins in
Ancient Greece. For philosophers like Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle, happiness was not primarily about feeling good.
Instead, it was about living well. The Greek word
eudaimonia, often translated as happiness, more accurately
means "human flourishing" or "the good life." This was a
deep, long-term condition of living in accordance with
virtue and reason, not a temporary mood. A Brief History
Of Happiness must start here, because this foundational
idea shaped centuries of thought.

Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, argued that happiness
is the ultimate purpose of human existence. He taught that
true happiness comes from cultivating virtues, such as
courage, wisdom, and justice, and from engaging in
rational activity over a complete lifetime. For him,
pleasure was a component of happiness but not its essence.
A person could experience pleasure without being truly
happy, and true happiness could sometimes involve
difficulty or struggle if it led to virtuous growth. This
virtue-based approach created a strong link between
morality and well-being, a link that later eras would
challenge and reshape.

Meanwhile, other Greek schools offered different visions.
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The Epicureans, following Epicurus, taught that happiness
came from the absence of pain and mental disturbance,
achieved through simple pleasures, friendship, and a quiet
life. They warned against excessive ambition and desire,
which they believed led to anxiety. On the other side, the
Stoics, such as Seneca and Marcus Aurelius, argued that
happiness was found not in external circumstances but in
inner character and acceptance of fate. For a Stoic, a
person could remain happy even in the face of great
suffering if they maintained the right inner stance. These
divergent ancient views already contain the seeds of
debates that continue in happiness research today.

Eastern Traditions: Happiness as Inner Peace
and Detachment

While Greek philosophy flourished in the West, rich
traditions about happiness developed in the East. In
ancient India, the concept of sukha pointed toward a deep,
lasting well-being that contrasted with the temporary highs
of pleasure. Buddhist thought, emerging around the fifth
century BCE, offered a radical redefinition. The Buddha
taught that attachment and craving are the root causes of
suffering, and that lasting happiness comes not from
satisfying desires but from letting go of them. Through
mindfulness, ethical conduct, and wisdom, a person could
attain nirvana, a state of peace beyond ordinary happiness
and suffering.

Similarly, in Chinese philosophy, Confucianism and
Daoism offered complementary paths. Confucius



emphasized social harmony, ritual, and virtuous
relationships as the foundation of a good life. For him,
personal happiness was deeply tied to the well-being of the
community. Daoism, especially as expressed by Laozi in
the Tao Te Ching, found happiness in living simply,
spontaneously, and in harmony with the natural flow of the
universe (the Tao). These Eastern perspectives, with their
emphasis on detachment, social connection, and natural
balance, remain influential in modern discussions of well-
being and offer an important counterweight to more
individualistic Western approaches.

The Medieval Shift: Happiness
as Divine Grace

With the rise of Christianity in Europe, the understanding
of happiness underwent a profound transformation. For
thinkers like St. Augustine and later St. Thomas Aquinas,
true happiness was not fully attainable in earthly life.
Instead, it was a gift of God's grace, to be fully realized
only in the afterlife, in the beatific vision of God. Human
beings, Augustine argued, are restless until they rest in
God. Any happiness found on earth is partial and fleeting,
a mere shadow of the eternal joy to come.

This theological reframing did not mean earthly happiness
was ignored. The medieval church taught that a virtuous
life, in accordance with God's commandments, could bring
a degree of peace and contentment. Charity, humility, and
faith were seen as paths to a good life. But the ultimate
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focus remained beyond this world. This perspective
dominated European thought for over a thousand years and
created a lasting tension between worldly fulfillment and
spiritual salvation, a tension that the thinkers of the
Enlightenment would directly challenge.

The Enlightenment: Happiness
as a Human Right

The Early Modern period and the Enlightenment brought a
seismic shift in how happiness was understood. The
theological focus on the afterlife gave way to a growing
belief that happiness was not only possible on earth but
was a legitimate and even central goal of human life. This
was a radical change. Thinkers from John Locke to the
Scottish Enlightenment philosophers argued that human
beings naturally seek their own well-being, and that society
should be organized to allow them to do so.

Perhaps the most famous expression of this new attitude is
found in the American Declaration of Independence.
When Thomas Jefferson wrote of the "pursuit of
Happiness" as an inalienable right, he was drawing on
Enlightenment ideas that happiness was something
individuals could and should actively seek in this life. It
was no longer a matter of divine dispensation but of
human agency, political freedom, and social conditions.
This declaration marked a major milestone in A Brief
History Of Happiness, as it embedded the pursuit of
well-being into the fabric of modern democratic thought.



In Britain, the philosopher Jeremy Bentham developed
Utilitarianism, an ethical system that held the greatest
happiness of the greatest number as the fundamental moral
principle. Bentham saw happiness as the presence of
pleasure and the absence of pain. While this was a more
hedonistic version than Aristotle's virtue ethics, it was also
a deeply practical and social one. His ideas influenced legal
reform, public policy, and economics, spreading the notion
that measuring and maximizing happiness should be a
societal goal. John Stuart Mill later refined Utilitarianism,
distinguishing between higher and lower pleasures and
emphasizing the importance of individual liberty and
personal development.

The Romantic Reaction: Emotion and
Authenticity

Not everyone was satisfied with the Enlightenment's
rational and sometimes materialistic view of happiness.
The Romantic movement, which emerged in the late 18th
and early 19th centuries, emphasized emotion, creativity,
and individual authenticity. Romantics like Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and the poets Wordsworth and Shelley argued
that modern civilization could actually corrupt happiness.
They sought it in nature, in intense emotional experience,
in art, and in living according to one's true inner self. This
Romantic ideal of passionate, authentic living still strongly
influences how many people today imagine happiness,
even if it sometimes clashes with more measured,
scientific approaches.
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The Modern Era: Happiness
Becomes a Science

The 20th century saw a dramatic new development: the
scientific study of happiness. Psychology, which had long
focused on mental illness and dysfunction, began to turn
its attention to what makes life worth living. Sigmund
Freud famously saw happiness as an elusive byproduct of
managing instinctual drives, but the rise of Humanistic
Psychology in the mid-20th century took a more optimistic
view. Thinkers like Abraham Maslow, with his hierarchy
of needs, and Carl Rogers, with his emphasis on self-
actualization, argued that happiness is tied to fulfilling
human potential, not just avoiding pain.

However, the most direct and influential scientific turn
came with the Positive Psychology movement,
spearheaded by Martin Seligman in the late 1990s.
Seligman and his colleagues argued that psychology had
become too focused on what goes wrong with people and
not enough on what goes right. They began systematically
studying happiness, well-being, character strengths, and
resilience. A Brief History Of Happiness finds one of its
most exciting chapters here, as happiness became a subject
of rigorous empirical investigation, complete with surveys,
experiments, and neuroscientific imaging.

Modern research has produced several important insights.
First, it has confirmed that happiness is not a single thing.
Seligman himself proposed that well-being is made up of



multiple elements: positive emotion, engagement,
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. This multi-
dimensional view echoes the ancient Greeks in surprising
ways. Second, research by Sonja Lyubomirsky and others
has shown that while genetics and circumstances do
influence happiness, a significant portion of our well-being
is under our own control through intentional activities like
gratitude practice, acts of kindness, and social connection.

Neuroscience and the Biology of Happiness

Advances in neuroscience have added another layer of
understanding. Researchers can now observe which brain
regions are active when people experience pleasure,
reward, and contentment. Neurotransmitters like
dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin play crucial roles in
regulating mood and well-being. However, neuroscience
has also shown that the brain's reward system can be
misleading, pushing us toward addictive behaviors or
short-term pleasures that do not lead to lasting happiness.
This biological perspective does not replace philosophical
or psychological views but enriches them, showing how
ancient wisdom about moderation and balance is reflected
in the very wiring of our brains.

Today, the field of well-being science continues to grow.
Governments around the world, from Bhutan with its
Gross National Happiness index to New Zealand and
Scotland with well-being budgets, have begun using
measures of happiness to guide policy. This represents a
remarkable journey: from Aristotle's virtue ethics to a
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global policy tool. The idea that societal progress should be
measured not just by economic output but by human
flourishing is a direct legacy of the long history we have
traced.

Contemporary Views: The
Complex Pursuit

In the 21st century, the pursuit of happiness has become a
massive cultural phenomenon, often intertwined with
consumerism, self-help, and social media. This creates
both opportunities and risks. On one hand, there is more
information and support available for improving well-
being than ever before. On the other hand, the pressure to
appear happy, the commodification of happiness through
products and services, and the comparison culture of social
media can actually undermine genuine well-being. Modern
researchers increasingly emphasize that the direct pursuit
of happiness can be counterproductive. Sometimes,
accepting negative emotions, pursuing meaning rather than
pleasure, and focusing on others rather than ourselves are
more effective paths to a good life.

The history we have reviewed shows that happiness is a
concept that has been debated, redefined, and studied from
countless angles. There is no single, final answer. Instead,
each era has contributed valuable insights. From the
Greeks we learn about virtue and purpose. From the
Buddhists we learn about letting go and inner peace. From
the Enlightenment we learn about freedom and social



progress. From modern science we learn about the
practical habits that support well-being and the biological
processes that underlie it.

A Brief History Of Happiness:
A Summary of Key Shifts

To help consolidate this journey, consider the following
key transitions in how happiness has been understood
across different periods:

Ancient Greece: Happiness as eudaimonia, a life
of virtue and reason, connected to fulfilling one's
true purpose.
Ancient East: Happiness as inner peace,
detachment from craving, and harmony with nature
and community.
Medieval Europe: Happiness as divine grace,
attainable fully only in the afterlife through faith
and virtue.
Enlightenment: Happiness as a natural and
legitimate human goal, a right to be pursued
through freedom and reason.
Romanticism: Happiness as authentic emotional
experience and connection to nature and creative
expression.
Modern Psychology: Happiness as a scientifically
measurable state influenced by genetics,
circumstances, and intentional activities.
Contemporary Science: Happiness as multi-
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dimensional well-being encompassing emotion,
meaning, relationships, and accomplishment.

Each of these perspectives offers a piece of a larger
puzzle. The most robust understanding of happiness today
draws on this rich heritage, combining ancient wisdom
with modern evidence. It recognizes that well-being
involves both feeling good and doing good, both personal
fulfillment and social connection, both acceptance of what
is and striving for


