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Happiness filled the space of sadness. — Milan Kundera, 1929–
The Happiness Phenomenon
Happiness has always proven tantalizingly elusive, locatable just beyond human reach, somewhere over the horizon, despite attempts to harness or package it by subjecting it to ethical norms and a raft of social controls. While studies of literary happiness require no special justification, there are far too few of them, especially book-length ones.1 This is a significant failing in literary criticism when we consider that of all those who have ref lected over the centuries on the nature and meaning of happiness, men and women of letters have bequeathed us perhaps the richest, the most variegated and the most imaginative legacy of eminently quotable bons mots about happiness. Although happiness has become an infectiously popular and even fashionable subject of enquiry in many interdisciplinary fields, a growing number of happiness researchers (felicitologists) in the humanities are sceptical about data collated in surveys of subjective well-being (abbrevi- ated as SWB), or for the narrow purpose of quantitative economic analysis. Empirical quality-of-life studies largely ignore the fact that contemporary happiness discourse is embedded in a long and fertile tradition of philo- sophical thinking about happiness and is additionally informed by a fruit- ful interplay between “happiness philosophy” and the arts. Surprisingly, among the over 4,000 titles registered in the World Database of Happiness (Rotterdam, 1984f f.), some of which are published in the specialist Journal 2 Introduction of Happiness Studies (Dordrecht, 2000f f.), only a handful are concerned with conceptualizations and representations of happiness in the arts. Indeed, according to leading American philosopher and ethicist Sissela Bok, the social and hard sciences should amplify their happiness research by looking to literature and the arts for pure expressions of happiness and well-being that might escape an experimental survey.2 From a postmodern perspective, we seem to be far removed from the holistic depictions of happiness and well-being inscribed in the ency- clopaedic works of the Enlightenment’s literary philosophes. The nexus between aesthetics and ideas of happiness has equally undergone a plethora of historical metamorphoses since Aristotelian poetics identified catharsis as an aesthetic ploy to render the audience psychologically healthier and thus more susceptible to happiness. The point has been reached where contemporary aesthetic theory largely eschews the equation of felicitas with moral beauty as perceived especially by Anthony Ashley-Cooper, the 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713) and the German playwright Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805). Theodor Adorno (1903–1969) in his post-Holocaust critique of art as the “ever-broken promise of happiness”3 threw into seri- ous question the famous axiom of Stendhal (1783–1842), “la beauté n’est que la promesse du bonheur” (beauty is nothing more than the promise of happiness).4 However, the Swiss writer Alain de Botton, author of The Architecture of Happiness (2006), is one of the few current popular phi- losophers to resurrect Beyle/Stendhal’s dictum by using it as a cornerstone of his own more narrowly defined aesthetics of spatial happiness.5 Despite attempts at reconstructive surgery, imaginative literature in the Western canon occupies a particularly undervalued place alongside the cognitive, social and behavioural sciences as a seismograph of the complex ways in which people experience, ref lect upon, express or perform happi- ness and its cognate dispositional traits. Academic writer Mark Kingwell, author of In Pursuit of Happiness (2000), has noted in relation to the waning inf luence and resonance of literary narrativizations of happiness: “Increasingly, this belletristic treatment of the subject of happiness begins to look more like an aberration. In our own day, the responsibility for trying to articulate happiness has largely … passed to professionals who comfort- ably assume that people are isolated atomistic individuals.”6 Kingwell is not Introduction 3 entirely correct in his prognosis, given that Western consumer societies have witnessed a veritable explosion of marketable popular fiction with “feel-good” titles and storylines. What, then, are the ingredients of a piece of prose fiction that lend it its uniqueness in the depiction of states of happiness, and what essentially sets it apart from the data extractable from empirical SWB surveys? Firstly, perceptive and sensitive writers of fiction not only document observed behaviour; they also speculate philosophically on subjective states of the mind – what we might call “brain chemistry.” This is not to suggest that the writing fraternity enjoys a distinctive edge over neurobiologists who link happiness to specific patterns of brain activity; except perhaps that fictionists, science-fiction writers in particular, are adept at lending imagi- native and futuristic expression to the scientific determinants of happiness. Furthermore, in analogy to psychologists, creative writers function as de facto therapists to their own protagonists and the mind games they per- form. Literary theorist René Girard hypothesizes that a symbiosis between therapist and patient is transacted at the very moment in which the author exults in “the delight of [his/her] creation” and is thereby ef fectively liber- ated from the “anguish and desire”7 of the social world. A second point to consider in this context is that a fictional narrative can be no less an ef fective catalyst and transmitter of cultural notions of health and happiness than a quality-of-life study or self-report. This point is emphasized by contemporary novelist and critic David Lodge (1935–), for whom intercultural intentionality constitutes a major component of his own literary praxis: “I have used America,” he states, “as a way of exploring the theme of the pursuit of happiness (a very American theme) by bringing my repressed Brits into contact with it.”8 A further distinguishing feature is the discursive, didactic and persua- sive property of storytelling: the way in which fictional narratives record not merely how happy or serene the protagonists (as equivalents of empirical test subjects) feel at any given time, but frequently convey in addition, whether implicitly or explicitly, how happy they should feel. Accordingly, educating for the “happy life” (Plato, 429–327 BCE) is a non-negotiable trope that has firm roots in the pedagogical novels of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712– 1778), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Gustave Flaubert 4 Introduction
(1821–1880). Yet another essential point of divergence is the question of representational form and structure. The sophisticated lexical register of a literary artefact, that is to say, the use of metaphor, symbol and other fig- ures of speech, provides authors with the means of rendering aesthetically subtle variations in experienced and ref lective happiness and misfortune.9 Here a reciprocal process comes into play. Creative language, inasmuch as it is not just a medium of ideas but equally a potentially powerful shaper of ideas, can, in turn, fashion innovative, non-prescriptive thinking about felicity and well-being. Yet for all the just deserts of literary happiness just outlined, when it comes to serious belles lettres at least, the odds appear to be weighted heav- ily against happiness as an overarching narrative trope because it has been frequently deemed not to be the stuf f of good fiction – even by some of its own practitioners. The Swiss author Robert Walser (1878–1956) summed up the perceived deficiencies thus: “Das Glück ist kein guter Stof f für Dichter. Es ist zu selbstgenügsam. Es braucht keinen Kommentar. Es kann in sich zusammengerollt schlafen wie ein Igel”10 (Happiness is not good material for writers. It is too self-suf ficient. It requires no commentary. It can sleep rolled up into a ball like a hedgehog). This self-defeating and counter- productive authorial pronouncement is not far removed from Honoré de Balzac’s (1799–1850) contention that “le bonheur n’a pas d’histoire”11 (happiness has no story), or from the dictum attributed to Flaubert: “Le bonheur se raconte mal” (happiness narrates itself badly). Consequently, writers of fiction can make a good deal more mileage out of the depiction of adversity and of unhappy states of mind. Indeed, on this note Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821–1881) has the hero of his novel Notes from Underground (1864) pose the vexed question: “Which is better: cheap happiness or sublime suf fering?”12 A serious readership of the time might have been inclined to opt for the latter. These misgivings about the appropriateness of thematicizing happiness obviously go deeper: they ref lect ideological con- cerns, emanating especially from the political left, that happiness is simply a bourgeois preoccupation, that the “good life” has not fallen automatically to the lot of the bulk of (suf fering) humanity. Critical theory within the Frankfurt School of sociology has, for its part, af forded strong resistance to positivistic notions of an intrinsically happy condition humaine. An anti- Introduction 5 capitalistic stance underlies Adorno’s objection that, as Christoph Henning puts it, “der Weg zu diesem Glück im Kapitalismus radikal verstellt sei”13 (the route to this happiness in capitalism is radically out of alignment). Adorno, who rejected happiness as a fetishized individual and societal aspi- ration legitimized by a fetishized culture industry, thus concluded: “[W]er sagt, er sei glücklich, lügt”14 (those whose claim to be happy are liars). For the litterateurs of the Enlightenment (ca. 1720–ca. 1785) and the Age of Sensibility (ca. 1744–ca. 1798) the worthiness of happiness as a topic for fictional representation never appeared in doubt. The pre-eminence of happiness as a literary/aesthetic discourse was clearly an of fshoot of intense intellectual debates in Europe, triggered by the French philosophes, on the nature and telos of felicitas and beatitudo. Voltaire’s (1694–1778) cultural tolerance was replicated in the intercultural plurality of attitudes to hap- piness and of felicitous practices underpinning the universalistic thinking of Johann G. Herder (1744–1803) in his essay Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit (This Too a Philosophy of History for the Formation of Humanity, 1774). At the same time, eighteenth-century fiction continued to give special thematic emphasis to the time-honoured socio-political debate on the relationship of the citizen to the state; that is to say, on the desirable balance between the pursuit of individual happi- ness and the welfare of the collective. In turn, the perceptions of happiness inf luencing nineteenth-century German writers were largely informed by the political convulsions that anchored happiness discourse in social utopianism, and by the sweeping economic and technological changes in Europe that directed thinking about happiness more concertedly towards its material manifestation, prosperitas.15 The early decades of the new millennium in which the novels of my text corpus were conceived and executed testified to astonishing levels of inventiveness in modern scientific and technological endeavour. They had either the potential or the proven capacity to make people happier by alter- ing the course of European history for the better. A modernist visionary who recognized that town and city living need not be the drab and soulless af fair portrayed by H. G. Wells (1866–1946) in A Modern Utopia (1905) was the architect Bruno Taut (1880–1938). Drawing much of his inspira- tion from the stately pleasure domes of Alexander Pope (Twickenham), 
 




















