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The Essence of Happiness has been extracted from  The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living, a book based on extensive conversations between His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Dr. Howard C. Cutler, a Western psychiatrist. Dr. Cutler’s aim was to collaborate on a project that would present the Dalai Lama’s views on leading a happier life, augmented by observations and commentary from his own Western perspective.

Dr. Cutler received his medical degree from the University of Arizona College of Medicine. He completed specialty training in psychiatry at the Good  Samaritan Medical Center in Phoenix, and is a diplomate of the American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology. Dr. Cutler currently resides in Phoenix, where he has a private psychiatric practice.

His Holiness Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, is the spiritual and temporal leader of the Tibetan people. In 1989 His Holiness was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his non-violent struggle for the liberation of Tibet. Since 1959 he has been living in exile in India. Tibet continues to be occupied by Communist China.
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Introduction
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In this book we have distilled the essential principles and practices of The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living, selecting key passages that encapsulate that book’s fundamental concepts. To introduce this volume, I think it may be helpful to view it within the wider context of the Art of Happiness book series, beginning with a brief history.

The Art of Happiness was published in 1998, and despite a small first printing and modest expectations of success, it quickly became an international bestseller, with readers eventually in the millions. After the book’s release, I found myself  still wishing to explore the subject of happiness with the Dalai Lama, in greater depth. Although we had covered the key principles, I felt there was still much to learn, recalling many past conversations in which he had reminded me, “Although achieving genuine happiness is possible, it is not a simple matter. There are many levels. . . . You need a variety of approaches. . . . The more sophisticated your level of education and knowledge about what truly leads to happiness, the more effective you will be in achieving it.”

So when a convergence of events created the opportunity to continue our meetings, I was delighted. These discussions evolved into an ongoing collaboration on a series of books, including  The Art of Happiness at Work (2003) and The Art of Happiness in a Troubled World (2009). Two more volumes are currently planned to complete the series.

This brings us to The Essence of Happiness. As I have just suggested a rationale for expanding the original volume into a series, the idea of condensing or abridging the same book may seem contradictory.  But there is no conflict. There are many approaches to happiness, each useful under different circumstances. And sometimes, all we need are a few simple reminders of fundamental truths.

How can this book be useful? First, for those who are uncertain about which attitudes or behaviors lead to genuine happiness, it can help navigate a true course toward happiness—with an approach supported by 2,500 years of empirical testing by countless Buddhist practitioners and, more recently, by scientific verification. Second, for those who do know the true path to happiness, but who get so caught up in the grind of daily life that they forget these basic inner truths and veer off course, these nuggets of wisdom can act as reminders to help get them back on track. And for those who clearly remember these principles but fail to act on them, this book can encourage them to apply the principles in their daily lives, inspired by a man who has found genuine peace and happiness by following this path himself.

Because the structure and format of this book depart slightly from the customary format of the  Art of Happiness series, before closing I’d like to add a few comments about the editing of this book.

The Art of Happiness is divided into five main parts, then subdivided into chapters. The Essence of Happiness follows the same five-part structure, and within each part are excerpts related to the main themes found in the corresponding part of The Art of Happiness. These excerpts were extracted from  The Art of Happiness, then loosely grouped by theme and reorganized, without reference to their original location. Therefore, the sequence of excerpts does not necessarily follow the same order of the chapters in the earlier book. Also, when extracting the excerpts, occasionally I found it necessary to do some minor editing, either for grammar or to preserve the clarity and correct meaning of a passage, once it was taken out of the context of the wider discussion. In a few cases, I also edited for conciseness, although generally I felt it more important to keep the Dalai Lama’s words as they appeared in the original dialogues; I took greater liberties in editing portions of my own commentary.

Finally, in the tenth-anniversary edition of The Art of Happiness, the Dalai Lama writes, “Our aim has been to share with others the conviction that there is a lot each of us can do to achieve greater happiness in our lives and, more important, to draw attention to the tremendous inner resources that are at the disposal of each of us.” I hope that this volume fulfills those same objectives and that you will find something of practical value in these pages, to help you achieve genuine and lasting happiness.




I.

The Purpose of Life
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I believe that the very purpose of our life is to seek happiness. That is clear. Whether one believes in religion or not, whether one believes in this religion or that religion, we all are seeking something better in life. So, I think, the very motion of our life is toward happiness.

Our days are numbered. At this very moment, many thousands are born into the world—some destined to live only a few days or weeks, others destined to push through to the century mark, perhaps even a bit beyond, savoring every taste life has to offer: triumph, despair, joy, hatred, and love. We never know. But whether we live a day or a century, a central question always remains: What is the purpose of our life? What makes our lives meaningful? H.C.
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The purpose of our life needs to be positive. We weren’t born with the purpose of causing trouble, harming others. For our life to be of value, I think we must develop basic good human qualities—warmth, kindness, compassion. Then our life becomes meaningful and more peaceful—happier.
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In Buddhism, the principle of causality is accepted as a natural law—if you want a particular event or experience to occur, then the logical thing to do is to seek the causes and conditions that give rise to it. . . . So, if you desire happiness, you should seek the causes that give rise to it, and if you don’t desire suffering, then what you should do is  ensure that the causes and conditions that would give rise to it no longer arise.

The purpose of our life is happiness. That simple statement can be used as a powerful tool in helping us navigate through life’s daily problems. From that perspective, our task becomes one of discarding the things that lead to suffering and accumulating the things that lead to happiness. The method, the daily practice, involves gradually increasing our awareness and understanding of what truly leads to happiness and what doesn’t. H.C.
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Although it is possible to achieve happiness, happiness is not a simple thing. There are many levels. In Buddhism, for instance, there is a reference to the four factors of fulfillment, or happiness: wealth, worldly satisfaction, spirituality, and enlightenment. Together they embrace the totality of an individual’s quest for happiness.

When life becomes too complicated, overwhelming, or confusing, it’s useful to stand back and remind ourselves of our overall purpose or goal. Take an hour, an afternoon, or even several days to reflect on what it is that will truly bring us happiness, and then reset our priorities based on that. This can put our life back in proper context, allow a fresh perspective, and enable us to see what direction to take. . . . The turning toward happiness as a valid goal and the conscious decision to systematically seek it can profoundly change the rest of our lives. H.C.
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If we utilize our favorable circumstances, such as our good health or wealth, in positive ways, in helping others, they can be contributory factors in achieving a happier life. And of course we enjoy these things—our material facilities, success, and so on. But without the right mental attitude, without attention to the mental factor, these things have very little impact on our long-term feelings of happiness.
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If you harbor hateful thoughts or intense anger deep within yourself, it ruins your health; thus it destroys one of the factors conventionally considered necessary for a happy life. . . . Or, even if you have wonderful possessions, in an intense moment of anger you may feel like throwing or breaking them, they mean nothing, so there is no guarantee that wealth alone can give you the joy or  fulfillment you are seeking. . . . These examples indicate the tremendous influence that the mental state, the mind factor, has on our experience of daily life. Naturally, then, we have to take that factor very seriously.
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Now sometimes people confuse happiness with pleasure. . . . True happiness relates more to the mind and heart. Happiness that depends mainly on physical pleasure is unstable: one day it’s there, the next day it may not be.

Sometimes, making the “right choice” in life is difficult because it involves some sacrifice of our momentary pleasures. . . . But framing any decision we face with the question “Will this bring me happiness?” can be a powerful strategy to help us skillfully conduct all areas of our lives, not just in the decision whether to indulge in drugs or that third piece of banana cream pie. Asking ourselves this fundamental question puts a new slant on things, shifting the focus from what we are denying ourselves to what we are truly seeking—ultimate happiness. H.C.

“Are you happy?” I asked the Dalai Lama.

 

“Yes,” he said. He paused, then added, “Yes. . . . Definitely.” There was a quiet sincerity in his voice that left no doubt.

 

“But is happiness a reasonable goal for most of us? Is it really possible?”

“Yes,” he replied, “I believe that happiness can be achieved through training the mind.” H.C.
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When I say “training the mind” in this context I’m not referring to “mind” merely as one’s cognitive ability or intellect. Rather, I’m using the term in the sense of the Tibetan word sem, which has a much broader meaning, closer to “psyche” or “spirit”: it includes intellect and feeling, heart and mind. By bringing about a certain inner discipline, we can  undergo a transformation of our attitude, our entire outlook and approach to living.

The concept of achieving true happiness has, in the West, always seemed ill-defined, elusive, ungraspable. Even the word “happy” is derived from the Icelandic word happ, meaning luck or chance. . . . It didn’t seem the sort of thing that could be developed simply by “training the mind”—an idea that has been the cornerstone of Buddhist practice for 2,500 years. Recently, however, with new scientific research consistently supporting the Dalai Lama’s views, we’ve seen Buddhist principles converging  with Western science, as researchers now agree that happiness can be deliberately cultivated, much like learning any other skill. H.C.
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The greater the level of calmness of our mind, the greater our peace of mind, the greater our ability to enjoy a happy and joyful life.
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When we speak of a calm state of mind or peace of mind, we shouldn’t confuse that with a totally insensitive, apathetic state of mind. Having a calm or peaceful state of mind doesn’t mean being totally spaced out or completely empty. Peace of mind or a calm state of mind is rooted in affection and compassion. There is a very high level of sensitivity and feeling there.
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As long as there is a lack of the inner discipline that brings calmness of mind, no matter what external facilities or conditions you have, they will never give you the feeling of joy and happiness that you are seeking. On the other hand, if you possess this inner quality, a calmness of mind, a degree of stability within, then even if you lack various external facilities that you  would normally consider necessary for happiness, it is still possible to live a happy and joyful life.

We don’t need more money, we don’t need greater success or fame, we don’t need the perfect body or even the perfect mate—right now, at this very moment, we have a mind, which is all the basic equipment we need to achieve complete happiness.  H.C.
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It is felt that a disciplined mind leads to happiness and an undisciplined mind leads to suffering, and in fact it is said that bringing about discipline within one’s mind is the essence of the Buddha’s teaching. . . . Here, I’m referring to self-discipline, not discipline that’s externally imposed on you by someone else. Also, I’m referring to discipline that’s applied to overcome  your negative qualities. A criminal gang may need discipline to perform a successful robbery, but that discipline is useless.
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When we speak of this inner discipline, it can of course involve many things, many methods. But generally speaking, one begins by identifying those factors that lead to happiness and those factors that lead to suffering. Having done this, one then sets about gradually eliminating those mental factors, emotions, or behaviors that lead to suffering and cultivating those that lead to happiness. That is the way.
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Achieving genuine happiness may require a transformation of your outlook, your way of thinking, and this is not a simple matter. You shouldn’t have the notion that there is just one key, a secret, and if you can get that right, then everything will be okay. It is similar to taking proper care of the physical body; you need a variety of vitamins and nutrients, not just one or two. In the same way, in  order to achieve happiness, you need a variety of approaches and methods to deal with and overcome the varied and complex negative mental states.
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The first step in seeking happiness is learning. We first have to learn how negative emotions and behaviors are harmful, not only to one personally, but harmful to society and the future of the whole world as well. This enhances our determination to face and overcome them. Then there is the realization of the beneficial aspects of the positive emotions and behaviors. Once we realize  that, we become determined to cherish, develop, and increase those positive emotions no matter how difficult that is. There is a kind of spontaneous willingness from within.

Survey after survey has shown that it is unhappy people who tend to be most self-focused and are often socially withdrawn, brooding, and even antagonistic. . . . In contrast, studies show that happy people are more likely to attract a mate and have stronger marriages and better relationships in general. They enjoy better physical health, living up to ten years longer. Happiness also leads to better mental health, greater creativity, resilience, and an increased capacity to deal with adversity. In addition, happy individuals achieve greater  career success and earn higher incomes, essentially enjoying greater personal success on every level. . . . And, most important, they are found to be more loving and forgiving than unhappy people, more willing to reach out and help others. H.C.
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Transforming your mind takes time. There are a lot of negative mental traits, so you need to address and counteract each one of these. That isn’t easy. It requires the repeated application of various techniques and taking the time to familiarize yourself with the practices. It’s a process of learning.
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No matter what activity or practice we are pursuing, there isn’t anything that isn’t made easier through constant familiarity and training. Through training, we can change; we can transform ourselves.

The cultivation of greater happiness by training the mind is possible because of the very structure and function of the brain. Although genetically hardwired with certain innate or instinctual behavior patterns, the brain is not static, not irrevocably fixed. It is adaptable, malleable, changing individual neurons and reconfiguring its wiring according to new thoughts and experiences. The brain’s inherent capacity to change in response to learning is known as “neuroplasticity”—a process  that provides the physiological basis for the idea of training the mind for happiness and the possibility of inner transformation. H.C.
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At the beginning, the implementation of the positive practices is very small, so the negative influences are still very powerful. However, eventually, as you gradually build up the positive practices, the negative behaviors are automatically diminished. . . . Through repeated practice of these methods we can get to the point where some disturbance may occur but the negative effects on our  mind remain on the surface, like the waves that may ripple on the surface of an ocean but don’t have much effect deep down.
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You should never lose sight of the importance of having a realistic attitude—of being very sensitive to and respectful of the concrete reality of your situation as you proceed on the path toward your ultimate goal. Recognize the difficulties inherent in your path, and the fact that it may take time and a consistent effort. It’s also important to  make a clear distinction in your mind between your ideals and the standards  by which you judge your progress.
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Change takes time.
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Every day, as soon as you get up, you can develop a sincere positive motivation, thinking, “I will utilize this day in a more positive way. I should not waste this very day.” And then, at night before bed, check what you’ve done, asking yourself, “Did I utilize this day as I planned?”
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The demarcation between a positive and a negative desire or action is not whether it gives you an immediate feeling of satisfaction but whether it ultimately results in positive or negative consequences.
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Certain desires are positive: a desire for happiness, for peace, for a friendlier world. These are very useful. But at some point, desires can become unreasonable. . . . Greed is an exaggerated form of desire, and that leads to trouble. Although the underlying motive of greed is to seek satisfaction, the irony is that even after obtaining the object of your desire, you are still not satisfied. The true  antidote to greed is contentment. If you have a strong sense of contentment, it doesn’t matter whether you obtain the object or not; either way, you are still content.

Our feelings of contentment are strongly influenced by our tendency to compare. . . . Constant comparison with those who are smarter, more beautiful, or more successful than we are also tends to breed envy, frustration, and unhappiness. But we can use this same principle in a positive way; we can increase our feeling of life satisfaction by comparing ourselves with those who are less fortunate than we are and by reflecting on all the things we have. . . .

So, how can we achieve inner contentment?  There are two methods. One method is to obtain everything that we want and desire—all the money, houses, cars, the perfect mate and the perfect body. The Dalai Lama has pointed out the disadvantage of this approach—if our wants and desires remain unchecked, sooner or later we will run up against something that we want but can’t have. The second method is not to have what we want, but rather to want what we have. H.C.
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Proper utilization of time is so important. While we have this body, and especially this amazing human brain, I think every minute is something precious. Our day-to-day existence is very much alive with hope, although there is no guarantee of our future. There is no guarantee that tomorrow at this time we will be here. But still we are working for that purely on the basis of hope. So, we  need to make the best use of our time. I believe that the proper utilization of time is this: if you can, serve other people, other sentient beings. If not, at least refrain from harming them. I think that is the whole basis of my philosophy.

A stunning recent study has found that happiness is highly contagious, spreading in social networks just like a virus. Other studies show that positive emotions act as an antidote to prejudice, causing changes in the brain that prevent the instinctual bias against those we perceive as different, breaking down the barriers between Us and Them! Investigators have also linked higher levels of happiness with greater freedom and democracy in a nation! So, it could be argued that if you are truly concerned about building a better world, it is your duty to be happy. H.C.  I have often witnessed how the Dalai Lama’s personal happiness seems to manifest as a simple willingness to reach out to others, creating a feeling of affinity and spreading goodwill, even in the briefest of encounters.

One morning the Dalai Lama was walking back to his hotel room. Noticing one of the housekeeping staff by the elevators, he stopped to ask, “Where are you from?” For a moment she appeared taken aback by this man in strange maroon robes and his entourage, but she smiled  and answered shyly, “Mexico.” They briefly chatted before he walked on, leaving her looking excited and pleased. The next morning, she appeared at the same spot with another housekeeper, and they greeted him warmly as he got into the elevator. The interaction was brief, but they both seemed to be flushed with happiness as they returned to work. Every day after that, they were joined by a few more of the housekeeping staff at the designated time and place, until by the end of the week there were dozens of maids in their crisp  gray and white uniforms forming a receiving line that stretched along the length of the path that led to the elevators. H.C.
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