
1. Why were our ancestors happier compared to modern 
men?

2. Why success mostly comes with a heavy cost?

3. Why do we, so often, confuse pleasure with happiness?

4. Why are we never satisfied with pleasure and material 
goods in life?

5. What is hedonic treadmill effect?

6. Why do some people remain happy even under adverse 
circumstances?

8. How can we achieve happiness? The main pillars of 
happiness!!

9. What is meant by “chemical happiness” and the role of 
biochemicals in determining our happiness?

7. What is the role of our parents (genes) in determining 
the level of our happiness?

10. Why do we feel happier when we are focused and 'flow 
with time'? 

READ TO FIND ANSWERS OF 10 QUESTIONS:
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The fundamental 
reality behind the 

relationship between 
success, happiness, 

and pleasure is 
different from what is 

widely believed. 
That's why, due to 
mistaken beliefs 
about happiness, 

people have 
misplaced priorities 

in their lives.

One of the main drivers behind these misconceptions is our highly materialistic world, 
where wealth, status, power, and material goods are central to modern culture. While 
pursuing success, we generally overlook those things that give us genuine happiness, 
so, we naturally end up becoming more unhappy.    

If we are chasing material 
goods with the hope that we 

will eventually achieve 
happiness, we are grossly 

mistaken.

The material goods along can't help us in 
becoming happy. It's in fact other way 
round. We may end up in becoming more 
unsatisfactory and getting frustrated. 

There are two widely held misconceptions 
among general masses. First is the idea that 

happiness comes with success, those who 
are successful in life are happier compared to 
those who haven't succeeded or will not 
succeed. Second, there is little to no 
difference between happiness and 
pleasure, that happiness is nothing more 
than sensual and pleasurable feelings. 
For instance, many see exotic resorts, 
night clubs, expensive liquor, gourmet 
meals and travelling to finest places 
in  the  wor ld  as  po tent ia l  
happiness-makers. Those who 
think on these lines, are wrong. 



Regardless of whether we are 
successful or not, our primary aim 
would ideally be happiness and 
enjoyment of life to the fullest.  

However, our actions are mostly 
directed at becoming successful. 

There is often a 
contradiction in 
what we aim for 

and what we do in 
life. What is 

required is a fine 
balance and 

complementarity 
between success 
and happiness. 

This is achievable. We need to 
prioritise our personal and 

professional life. We must have a 
good idea of from where we can 

derive happiness, a sense of overall 
contentment, and satisfaction. 

Various studies have shown that, 
compared to our ancestors, we have 
become in general more unhappy. The 
reason is simple and straight: hunter-
gatherers were living on a day-to-day 
basis. Their main imperative for survival 
was to forage for wild plants, seeds, fruits, 
and berries, and to hunt animals. It's 
believed that there was no competition 
among them as available resources for 
consumption were plentiful.  

The lifestyle of hunter-gatherers required 
little planning for the future. Aside from the 
threat of wild animals and extreme 
weather events, there was little reason to 
worry or occasion for stress in their living 
style. Therefore, they were likely to have 
been happier than modern humans. 



We are living in a highly 
materialistic world

As we move up in the hierarchy, responsibilities 
and work pressure generally increase. We then 
either want to rise further on the ladder of 
success or we strive to maintain our present 
position; in both cases, the struggle creates 
stressful situations. Expectation also rises as 
we succeed. 

 It's an undeniable 
fact that success 

generally comes at 
a cost. It often 

leads to stress and 
unhappiness 

because of the 
demanding nature 

of successful 
positions.

Only occasionally do we hear about successful 
people giving much of their wealth to charity or 
donating for some noble cause.

All around us, we see extremely “successful” 
people leading highly stressful and unhappy lives. 
They have all the money and comforts but hardly 
any time to enjoy life. No doubt, with success 
comes wealth, material goods, and comforts, 
status in society and more powers to enjoy. 
That's the reason, we strive to be successful 
in life, in whatever way we may define 
success. Since early childhood, we were 
told (implicitly or explicitly) by our parents 
that it is success that really matters in life. 
We were led to believe that without 
success, life is purposeless, and that 
with it comes everything that is said to 
be good and meaningful for a long 
rewarding life.  

Human nature is like that. We normally don't 
feel contented with our success.

 Mostly, there exists a gap between 
the level of expectation and the 

reality we experience. 

There's no denying that money 
plays an extremely important role in our society.  

A mad race to generate wealth is evident in India, 
where I live (to be deleted) as well as in many other 
countries. It's a harsh reality. Money is undoubtedly 
very important for us in at least clearing the way to 
happiness, but that's true only up to a certain extent. 
Beyond that point of “enough,” money can easily become 
counterproductive.



A life of physical ease, with plenty of 
money and comforts all around us, can 
indeed be pleasurable. However, 
pleasurable feelings, by their very nature, 
are fleeting.  Temptations abound in this 
pleasure-driven world. “Quick fixes” such 
as tobacco, alcohol, sugar, social media, 
drugs, and the Internet, where we can 
uninterruptedly watch anything, are 
readily available. However, pleasure 
never offers true satisfaction or lasting 
happiness, and can invariably make us 
more miserable than ever. This happens 

What's hedonic treadmill effect ?

when, in order to maintain the pleasurable 
feelings, we increase the frequency, 
quantity, or intensity of things that give us 
pleasure. This phenomenon is known as 
the “hedonic treadmill”. In its extreme, it 
becomes outright addiction. Those who 
smoke or drink, must be familiar with it. To 
maintain their pleasure, they need to 
increase their dose (of nicotine and 
alcohol). Few can resist it because the 
cause lies in our brain – especially in its 
secretion of one specific biochemical, 
which is known as dopamine.   



Why pleasure and happiness 
are so confusing?

Life can be filled with a range of 
p l e a s u r a b l e  a n d  j o y o u s  
experiences. Inner happiness 
may last for months and even 
years.  It is through these positive 
emotions that the meaning of life 
becomes clear.

Anticipation of pleasure is 
more exciting

When pleasurable things are easily 
available in a material-driven 
world, it becomes all the more 
tempting to enjoy them more often. 
When we are stressed, unhappy, 
and in a depressed or distressed 
mood, we feel a need for 
immediate relief, to relax and be 
happy through pleasurable 
feelings. Studies have now 
established that the release of 
dopamine is occasioned not only 
by pleasure, but also by the mere 
anticipation of pleasure. 

 Humans would not have survived without 
the inner sunshine of joy, pleasure, love, 
and happiness. They give us a reason to 
live, even in extremely adverse and painful 
situations. Short pleasure events are 

In fact, the 
anticipation of 

pleasure leads to 
release of dopamine 

even more, compare to 
the actual experience 

of pleasure. We are more excited when we plan 
for exotic trip to Europe, but when 
we actually reach there that level of 
excitement vanishes soon.  

among the essential ingredients of 
leading a happy and joyful life. 

Pleasure is nothing more than a short-
lived feeling of intense happiness. We 
may feel wonderful and elated when we 
experience it, unable to distinguish 
whether these emotions are a result of 
pleasure or the outcome of happiness. 



The more we chase and enjoy pleasure, 
the more pleasure we seek

You may be surprised to 
know that many have 

started 'dopamine fasting', 
to abstain temporarily 

from pleasurable activities 
like sex, porno, alcohol, 
tobacco use and social 
media so that we enjoy 

more of those pleasurable 
feelings, once we restart 

experiencing them.        

Most of us 
tend to fall in the trap. 
This is because of  
hedonic treadmil l  effect. 
Unless we break or interrupt this 
loop, pleasure-seeking tendency 
will only increase. Even after we 
achieve just about everything – such as 
living in a luxurious mansion, having an 
expensive car, huge wealth, and working 
in a high-status post, we may still feel the 
need for more. The hedonic treadmill is a 
major problem in our life.  The only way to 
step off the treadmill is to be aware of the 
difference between pleasure and 
happiness, how neurotransmitters in our 
brain incline our behaviour toward 
pleasure, and to recognize the 
mechanics behind that treadmill. The 
earlier we interrupt the cycle, the easier it 
is for us.                    



What's happiness 

Happiness is in fact the outcome of 
many internal factors, including the 
delicate balance of neurochemicals 

that are secreted in our brain.

No doubt, all of the 
ingredients that lead to 

happiness lie within our 
mind. Nothing from 

outside world is 
required.

Now coming back to happiness, it's a 
feeling of contentment. It comes 
when we feel satisfied, safe, grateful, 
and eager to experience more of life. 
Happiness is of two kinds. First, we 
may feel conditionally happy on a day-
to-day basis, and secondly, there is a 
long-term contentment that runs deeper. 
We feel good, elevated, joyful, and 
generous when we are happy. 

Happiness is a very fine mix of well-being, positivity, and overall 
satisfaction with life.  It's far more than the absence of unhappiness. It's 
neither easy to define what it is nor prescribe how to achieve it. 

It is also a product of our thoughts, and the feelings 
that are generated. If thoughts are toxic, fearful, 
angry, or even vaguely negative, we can't feel 
happy. Mental peace is prerequisite to experiencing 
pleasant feelings.  

So then, 
how do we achieve 
happiness? Is it achievable or do we 
just stumble upon it? What's the secret 
behind a happy life? It's generally 
believed, and truly so, that the genes we 
have inherited from our parents do play a 
role in determining our happiness level. 
We have seen many people remain 
happy and balanced, even in adversity. 

Their happiness level 
more or less remains the same even 
under challenging times. They will 
surely experience hours or days of 
unhappiness, but they will invariably 
bounce back to their baseline level of 
happiness. For others, it may take much 
longer to regain their original level. 



One study has found that 

Alert people tend to notice that regardless 
of what they may experience, they 
generally return to their usual level of 
happiness. Each one of us occupies a 
particular place on a scale of, let's say, 1 to 
10 (1 being most unhappy and 10 the 
happiest). We more or less hover around 
that emotional baseline, which remains 
relatively stable through all our days. This 
is known as the hedonic treadmill gradient. 
This is a common phenomenon in which 
people repeatedly return to their baseline 
level of happiness, regardless of what 
happens to them.  

 thoughts, behaviour, and the actions we take. 
Our choices are entirely in our own hands. 

The remaining 10% is determined by life's 

circumstances.

Then 40% of happiness is controlled by our

50% of our happiness is biologically determined -- i.e., 

through genes. 

If we react automatically to all difficult 
situations, how can we remain happy?  
Appropriate, mindful response to life's 
circumstances, driven by clear, 
insightful thoughts can make our life 
happy.

Since so much of our happiness is 
determined by our thoughts and 

actions, which tend to be habitual and 
unchallenged, our happiness level 
remains generally static, with only 

slight fluctuations.   



All emotions and sensations have a 
profound effect on our biochemistry. It's a 
two-way communication of feelings affecting 
the secretion of chemicals in the brain, and 
vice versa. Any imbalance is likely to lead to 
many kinds of mental illnesses, such as 
depression and anxiety. Happiness is also 
the outcome of four basic chemicals – 
namely, serotonin, dopamine, oxytocin, and 
endorphins. These chemicals are known as 
neurotransmitters, chemical messengers 
that transmit signals between neurons 
(nerve cells).

 Around 100 billion in number, neurons 
are the building blocks of our nervous 
system. 

There are innumerable factors that 
influence their secretion and delicate 
balance. If there is any disruption, 
consequences can be disastrous for our 
mental health and well-being. 

The sensations and feelings that 
underlie happiness are a result of the 

intricate interplay between these 
neurotransmitters. Some call it 

“chemical happiness,” as it's a by-
product of bio-molecules. 

The first such biochemical is 
serotonin, which is also known 

as the 'happy chemical.” 

It brings a feeling of well-
being, peace, and relaxation. 
When there is deficiency in its 
secretion, it may lead to 
depression and anxiety. It also 
regulates our sleep, mood, 
and positive emotions. It's 
further released when we act 
in a way that benefits others, 
such as giving to charity, 
expressing gratitude, or 
helping a friend. 

Happiness Lies in Our Mind. It's an 
Outcome of Our Inner Biochemical 
System. 



When we laugh, eat chocolate and raw green pepper, or take wine, the 
same chemicals are produced.  These are like an “internally produced 
morphine,” natural painkillers for the body. They give us a feeling of 
euphoria and well-being, thereby generating happiness in us. 

It's sometimes referred to as 
the cuddle hormone or the 
love hormone. Oxytocin-
induced happiness may be 
experienced when we give 
and  rece i ve  l ove  and  
affection. We come close to 
another person. According to 
a study, when we are attracted 
to someone, our brain 
releases dopamine, serotonin 
levels increase, and oxytocin 
is produced. This causes us to 
feel a surge of positive 
emotion, i.e. happiness. 

Dopamine is responsible for 
pleasure-seeking and all 
manner of reward-driven 

behaviour. 

This is also known as the 
“reward molecule.”  The second neurotransmitter 

that is crucial for our happiness 
and pleasure is dopamine.

Whenever we achieve something, or are rewarded in any way, 
we get a kick of dopamine. This chemical can even give us the 
feeling of euphoria, greater energy, and elevation of mood and 
overall power. It's also linked to addiction to many pleasurable 
habits, such as alcohol, drugs, and tobacco. 

The third category of 
neurotransmitter is 
called 'endorphins. 

These biochemicals, also known for their 
painkilling properties, are secreted when 

we do exercises such as running and 
swimming. 

The last basic neurotransmitter 
essential for happiness is oxytocin, 
the “bonding molecule.”

It's a biochemical 
directly linked to human 
bonding and increasing 

trust and loyalty.



How to achieve happiness? 

As we have learnt from earlier part of the 
article, we can't achieve happiness merely 
through success, material and pleasurable 
things of life. We need more than that to 
feel happy for a longer time. We must 
never let hedonism dominate our actions 
and behaviour in any way. To create a 
welcoming environment conducive to 
happiness, three things are being 
recommended here. 

For the past two decades, this 
subject has taken global centre 
stage. And rightly so. Happiness 
is far more vital to holistic human 
health than growth in any other 
area.   

Happiness is a highly 
complex state.  Life's purpose 

and passion come on the 
wings of happiness.

These are the three 
pillars on which a strong 
foundation for happiness 

can be built.  

These pillars, once erected, can protect us 
from situations that compromise our 
stability and happiness. These pillars are 
briefly explained below.

First, we must see to it that we 
have a healthy mind and 

body. Second, we should hold 
high priorities and ideals 

alongside reasonable 
expectations; and lastly, it is 

our privilege and greatest joy 
to nurture and maintain true 

relationships with friends and 
family members. 



Learn to Live with Serene Mind

Can we even conceive of enjoying our life 
without a healthy mind and body?  As we know, 
the two are intimately connected. The way we 
think and the thoughts we entertain and 
process throughout the day affect the physical 
body in many ways – some would say, in every 
way. Almost all of those suffering from mental 
disorders and more than 90% of people with 
other diseases must first look within 
themselves, as these illnesses are usually the 
by-products of their living lifestyle. 

Many fail to understand and appreciate 
how the mind works and how to manage 
it well.  

It's ultimately our inner world 
that must be set right if we 

want to lead a happy life. We 
must learn to live peacefully 

within our own skin.

 We should handle both mind 
and body with great care and 
sensitivity. In today's world, the 
majority of us don't exercise, or 
exercise little compare to our 
requirement. How many of us 
regularly do aerobics for our 
heart? And rarely devote any 
time to mental exercises, such 
as meditation. If we want to 
lead a happy, contented, and 
productive life, we must take 
care of our mind. Exercise the 
mind from your heart. We need 
to handle it with care and 
sensibility. Once we do it, our 
body will in all likelihood be in 
good shape too. 



Reasonable expectations with 
right priorities

As we are economically and socially progressing, our expectation levels, in general, 
are also rising. Rather than being happy with our higher standards of living, however, 
many of us are growing wildly ambitious, or even greedy, as our desires   increase. 
Our expectation level very often decides our happiness.  If our expectations exceed 
what life is currently delivering, the result will be unhappiness, intractable 
dissatisfaction until our expectations are met.  Since expectations are based upon 
priorities, the blind pursuit of wealth, fame, and pleasure is sure to make us 
(ultimately) miserable. Indeed, we must have right ideals and priorities in pursuing 
our goals, both short-term and long-term.

In fact, one of the biggest causes of 
stress and unhappiness is that we fail 
to take in the Big Picture. There is of 
course nothing wrong with spending 
money on things that make us happy; 
that is, after all, the aim of earning 
money. We can certainly make our life 
more enjoyable, easier, and happier 
with money. Therefore, to lead a happy 
and contented life, we must keep our 
expectations in a reasonable range, 
directed by right priorities. 

If our priorities are not set 
straight, and we keep on 
pursuing our every little 
fancy, our stress levels 

will soar. One must learn 
to see things in the 
broadest-possible 

perspective. 



Nurture and Maintain Meaningful 
Relationships

True happiness comes with human 
relationships, especially when we are 
really connected with a few (or several) 
close friends and family members. In fact, 
they often prove to be the ones who truly 
help us in overcoming any stress, 
adversity, or even tragedy. Likewise, it is 
they who can truly rejoice in our good 
fortune and happiness! True wealth comes 
from such relationships. A long-term, 
loving and trusting partnership also makes 
people's lives really worth living. 

Many studies have confirmed a direct 
relationship between social connections 
and happiness. People become happier – 
and live significantly longer -- when they 
are close to their true, long time (and/or 
new) friends. The greater the social 
interaction, the more rewarding and 
meaningful life one lives. It also has a 
direct impact on our mental and physical 
health. People who spend more time with 
their friends feel happier than those who 
spend less time with friends. However, it's 
always preferable to have a few true 
friends than friends in large numbers 
(business associates, acquaintances, golf 
buddies). 

Decades of research studies have shown 
that social relations predict mental well-
being over time, and that people who 
actively endeavour to cultivate and vitalize 
their connections with others often report 
becoming happier. Similarly, the longest-
running study conducted in the Harvard 
Study of Adult Development has confirmed 
the same results. 

The Study has found a 
strong association 

between happiness and 
close relationships, such 
as family, friends, and 

social circles. 

“Personal connection creates mental and 
emotional st imulation, which are 
automatic mood boosters, while isolation 
is a mood buster,” says the project's 
director, Dr Robert Waldinger. Likewise, 
many other studies confirm a direct 
relationship between social connectivity 
and happiness.   



   Wandering Mind is an Unhappy Mind. 

Many studies have established that a

Everyone must have noticed that when we 
are focused and attending to our particular 
hobby or passion, our mind doesn't 
wander much. 

Mind's wandering can be as low as 10% 
on occasions such as when we make 

love or are engrossed in an interesting 
conversation. We can't be unhappy 

while doing what we 
love. 

The  g rea te r  t he  
interest or passion, 
the happier we are 
while performing that 
activity. That's why we 
often advise others to 
follow their hearts. In 
the unforgettable 
words of mythologist 
and author Joseph 
Campbell, “Follow 
your bliss.”    

When we are not focused and attentive, 
we are not happy. Studies have, on the 
other hand, also shown that a focused 
mind is a happy mind. Each one of us must 
have noticed that when we are absorbed in 
an activity of our interest, not only do we 
feel good, but also time moves fast.  We 
may even lose track of time. We don't know 
when an hour has passed. 



If you want to be happy, then flow 
with the time

When we are listening to our favourite music, painting on canvas, practicing dance 
with our instructor, playing games of our choice, running on a treadmill, or being 
engrossed in conversation with a friend on any hotly debated topic, time seems to 
fly.  People can forget that they are hungry or even tired when they are absorbed in 
interesting activities. 

Csikszentmihalyi's popular book, Flow: 
The Psychology of Optimal Experience is 
based on the assumption that happiness 
levels can be raised by introducing 
opportunities for flow in our life's 
experiences. Csikszentmihalyi found that 
people were their most creative, 
productive, and happy when they are in a 
state of flow. He interviewed athletes, 
musicians, and artists because he wanted 
to know when they experienced this state 
of consciousness. He coined the term flow 
state because many of the people he 
interviewed described their optimal state 
of performance as the sense of their work 
simply flowing out of them, effortlessly.           

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a Hungarian-American 
psychologist and one of the co-founders of 
positive psychology, coined the term “flow state” 
(commonly known as being in the zone) to 
describe the focus, absorption, and enjoyment of 
full immersion in any activity. According to him, 
“Flow is a state in which people are so involved in 
an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the 
experience is so enjoyable that people will 
continue to do it even at a great cost, for the 
sheer sake of doing it.”  

Happiness, as we all 
know, doesn't come 
from externals; it is 
in fact an internally 

derived state of 
being. 

When we experience flow state, our 
activity and our awareness are 
merged, and we are completely 

absorbed in the task.



Flow is a universal experience. Many activities are 
intrinsically rewarding, especially when the 

experiencer is 'flowing with time'. 

In the contemporary world, owing to life's 
circumstances, millions of people fall into 
the vicious cycle of chronic stress, 
unhappiness, mental illness, and, may be, 
addiction. Unaware of the inner qualities 
that generate true happiness and well-
being, we often become disillusioned with 

Our mind is laser-focused on what we are doing. The default mode network 
(DMN), which is a cluster of many brain regions, is always active when our 
mind wanders. Whenever we perform an uninteresting task or are just 
thinking randomly, DMN is overactive.  It is busy daydreaming, eager or 
anxious about the future, or ruminating about past events. On the other hand, 
when we are completely absorbed or lost in any activity, the thinking mind (or, 
as it is unflatteringly called, the “monkey mind”) is not at work. “I” is lost 
completely. Ego is on hold. 

Self-consciousness is 
lost, and the surrounding 

world fades away. 
In a way, we have disappeared from the 
world for some time. One can spend hours 
like this, unaware of how the time has 
passed. Most people can recall such 
experiences in their life.

Each one of us needs to accentuate or 
cultivate some interests or passions 
through which we may experience flow. In 
addition to awakening our inner creativity 
and improving our performance, flow 
states can also show us true happiness. 

the life they lead. Life's priorities get 
derailed. Absent peace and joy, we pursue 
pleasure, thinking erroneously that it is, or 
will grow into, happiness. People from all 
walks of life can, owing to confusion 
between pleasure and happiness and 
ignorance of the inner Self, fall into this 
trap. I hope this reading will clarify many 
contentious issues relating to pleasure 
and happiness. It will surely help us in 
moving in the direction of achieving inner 
happiness and peace on sustained basis. 



ABOUT AUTHOR

Quite late in his life, the author ventured into spiritual 

writings. After Man’s Spiritual Journey, Awakening the 

Thinking Mind, Redesign Your Life in Modern Age, 

Explore Your Life Journey is the last book. The author is a 

retired bureaucrat, amateur painter (made about 100 

paintings on canvas) and regular practitioner of 

mindfulness-based meditation. Currently working in a 

regulatory authority of UP State.

Article Designed By : Ishani Anand


