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THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS:

A Cross-Cultural Survey and Critique of Iconic Sources of Happiness 

in World Literature

Course Overview

This seminar explores the dominant conceptions and sources of happiness in the history of civilization as seen in world literature and in the process critiques some iconic sources of happiness in our own culture. We will use texts from our world literature anthology as both introductions to these icons as well as models of writing for your own inquiries. A variety of genre is represented in these selections—from the reflective literary essay to the Zen koan—so you will have a wide selection of genre to choose from when writing your final project. 

Our working premise in this course is that pre-modern “happiness,” if recognized as attainable at all, at least in the modern sense of the word, was defined by contentment and the absence of misery, to be achieved from one or more of the following sources: love & romance; family attachment; religious devotion; civic duty; artistic expression; and the attainment of knowledge. In some cases one act or attitude would draw from two or more of these sources. We might for instance say that when Gilgamesh, the 3rd millennium B.C. Mesopotamian hero of the epic poem, perhaps the first true work of world literature, fulfilled his civic duty he was displaying a religious devotion to his gods. In fact it may be true that in the ancient world most of the sources of happiness listed above were also sources of religious devotion.

The major disruption of these ancient values began to develop in the Western World in the 16th and 17th century and came to a head in the 18th century. Our modern conception of happiness developed from new definitions of the self that sprung from European social conditions of that century and was codified in that period’s religious and economic revolutionaries extolling the individual’s rights. Perhaps as a result of its focus on the individual, this modern notion of happiness is much more ambitious in its expectations. We will explore the problems that accrue from these great expectations, as seen in a collection of modern and contemporary essays, and critique contemporary icons of happiness through our lens of five thousand years of literature. 

Course Structure & Readings 

Toward the end of this syllabus you will find two reading lists, a “fantasy” reading list and a “real” one. As the label of the former implies, it’s a list that I would use if we had the time, say, two years. I’ve included it here to give you a supply of readings that may help you in your preparations for your final project. But for our classes we will read and discuss the readings in the “real” reading list, and we’ll read these texts in the order they appear, following a rough chronology.

Student Requirements

Your work for the course will made up of responses to these readings. You will respond to them, and accordingly to the issues we discuss concerning the pursuit of happiness, in three main ways: 

1) First, with a one-page response to each text due the day that that text is scheduled to be discussed. 

2) Secondly, you will write a “paper” due at the end of the semester—either a critical essay or a substantive “creative” work in a genre of your choice—in which you will respond or express your thoughts on our topic. 

3) Thirdly, in accordance with one of the main goals of the Honors Program to allow students to direct their own engagement in the subject, you will individually lead a class discussion on a reading of your choice from a 19th or 20th century text—these will take place the last half of the semester. As you can see in the REAL READING LIST, the weeks covering the 19th & 20th centuries are left blank, to be filled in when we work out who will lead a discussion on what 19th or 20th century work.

The percentage break-down of these requirements making up your final grade is as follows:

40% Final Project

30% One-page critical responses to readings

20% Leading of Class Discussion

10% Class participation

Thematic Guides to our Literature Readings

My original plan for the course was to structure it around a few Western iconic sources of happiness. Although I’ve changed that plan and our structure is now based on a chronological survey of World Literature, I still believe that those icons can serve as a kind of thematic blue-print to help us think about our topic. Following is a list of some of the icons we can consider as we read our texts. Especially tempting, given the broad cultural and historical range of our readings, will be a cross-cultural critique of these sources of happiness. Though some of these icons might be universal, or seem so, others are obviously quite specific to our culture and would seem foreign to people of other cultures and times. I’ve also included in this list a few readings off the top of my head that may be relevant their respective icons, readings that you may want to consult when you focus on your final paper—most of these readings are available in our collection of supplemental readings.

CIVIC DUTY

Primarily as a result of the modern world’s emphasis on individualism, civic duty seems to function as a source of happiness much more in the ancient world than in ours, and it may also be true that it functions today more in other cultures than it does in ours. We see it first in our course in Gilgamesh, and we can chart its role as a source of happiness as we follow our chronology in world literature. Christopher Lasch analyzes its role in our culture quite insightfully in his book The Culture of Narcissism, a generous selection of which I’ve made available in our supplemental reading collection.

SEX, LOVE, & FAMILY

Do we really believe romantic bliss is the answer to all our problems, and do we harbor, whether we admit it or not, the notion that romantic bliss is the preview to the family bliss to come? For many of us I’m afraid the sad answer is yes. Through our readings on love and romance we can examine the meanings we commonly attach to romantic love and critique our culture’s myth of romance as a major source of happiness. And where does sexual gratification fit in here? Is the pleasure we seek from sex at odds with the pleasure we are to expect from romance and marriage. We can explore the politicization of sex and who is best served by the myth of romance and the virtues of “family values,” and at what cost.


Related Texts: 

“Against Love,” essay by Laura Kipnis

“Why Marriage,” essay by Jane Smiley

selections from Sex, Time, and Power, Leonard Shlain

selections from The Evolution of Desire, David Buss

selections from Sex and Truth, Michel Foucault

from The Human Venture in Sex, Love and Marriage, Peter Bertocci

from Sex With Love vs. Sex Without Love, Russell Vannoy

GETTING & SPENDING

With the rise of capitalism, most notably in the 18th century, working for wages and spending them came to be a value all its own. We can critique these inter-related aspects of our economy that we have come to believe are natural sources of happiness: capitalism, conspicuous consumption, and the contemporary version of the Protestant Work Ethic. We can analyze the inherent contradiction of democratic capitalism’s promises distilled in the old saying, “If everybody’s somebody, nobody’s anybody.”  We could also look at the costs to our culture and to our collective cultural ethic of editing God out of the original Protestant Work Ethic, detailed in an essay by Christopher Lasch. We can ask ourselves why our contemporary version of the work ethic continues to function for most of us, or, rather, why we continue to believe in it even when it so obviously fails to function for most of us. Who, we might ask, is it functioning for? In particular, we’ll critique how this myth manifests as a “student work ethic” in today’s American universities.


Related Texts: 

“The Futile Pursuit of Happiness,” essay by Jon Gertner

selections from The Art of Happiness, Dalai Lama

selections from The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen
 “The Original Meaning of the Work Ethic,” essay by Christopher Lasch 

“Yali’s Question,” Prologue to Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared Diamond

“The Hard Sell: Advertising in America,” essay by Bill Bryson

“On Making Good Students,” essay by Robert V. Bullough, Jr. (in The Norton 

Reader)


“Examsmanship and the Liberal Arts: A Study in Educational Epistemology,” 


essay by William Perry, Jr. (in The Norton Reader)

RELIGION AND INTOXICATION

People seeking primary religious experiences and those wanting more everyday forms of intoxication may share the same motivation: to escape what we feel is an otherwise dull or meaningless existence. Indeed, consciousness-altering drugs have historically been used precisely to induce primary religious experiences and, conversely, users of consciousness-altering drugs often claim that those drugs induce religious experiences even when they indulge in those drugs for secular reasons. We could examine the psychology of this motivation to escape or transcend the everyday world, as well as another motive that often paradoxically accompanies it, that is, to come alive to that very reality the drug is supposedly delivering us from. These deep, sometimes contradictory motivations, we shall see, may be in play even when we think we’re merely out for a good time. At any rate, we’ll examine the effectiveness of this time-honored approach to bliss.

Related Texts:


Confessions of an Opium Eater, Thomas DeQuincy

“Desire: Intoxication / Plant: Marijuana,” from The Botany of Desire, M. Pollan 

The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James

YOUTH & BEAUTY

Closely tied to issues of sex and romance is the American tendency, several generations old now, to unselfconsciously pursue a constructed version of human beauty the achievement of which we are convinced will make us happy. This construction is heavily modeled on the look of youth. Whether this construction is a function of sexual selection, as the evolutionary psychologists would have us believe, or merely a form of political indoctrination, as the Marxists argue, we may not be able to conclude. But we can nonetheless examine its effectiveness as a source of happiness and its relative costs to young and old alike, financially, emotionally, and psychically.

THE PURSUIT & ATTAINMENT OF KNOWLEDGE

Philosophers have long argued—rather self-righteously we might say—that the pursuit of knowledge is a divine pursuit and perhaps the only true source of happiness. For Socrates, for instance, Knowledge or “Truth” along with Beauty and Goodness formed a divine triad that served for later Christian theologians as a model for the Holy Trinity. Of course the modern and postmodern perspective looks more soberly upon the nature of knowledge and the allegedly pristine motivations driving those who pursue it. We could examine some of the limitations of our Western forms of knowledge, especially critiquing it as the golden grail of happiness, but we can also explore how although it may serve merely as a form of power, it can paradoxically be an antidote to that corrupting aspect of its nature. Some Eastern forms of the pursuit of knowledge may help our inquiry, offering us a glimpse of methods that many long-steeped in Western thinking find refreshing, methods that challenge the definitions of knowledge we in the West tacitly accept. 

One of those tacitly accepted definitions of knowledge that is conspicuously Western and modern is that it is something that is primarily information. If this is true, and if happiness is derived from knowledge, then, as this line of reasoning goes, the more information we have the happier we’ll be. A thorough critique of this ideology, what Neil Postman calls Technopoly, is in his book of the same name—I’ve included a hefty selection of his book in the supplemental reading collection.

Related Texts:

selections from The Art of Happiness, Dalai Lama


selections from The Republic, Plato


selections from Truth and Falsity in an Ultramoral Sense, Friedrich Nietzsche


“The Banality of Pseudo-Self Knowledge,” Christopher Lasch


selections from Writing and Difference, Jacques Derrida


Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology, Neil Postman

Additional Thoughts

We may also want to keep a couple of meta-questions percolating in the back of our minds during our inquiry: 1) Is happiness really what humans are pursuing when it appears so—is it possible that, say, as Nietzsche believed, there’s an overarching desire for power that controls our pursuits? 2) Is happiness all it’s cracked up to be? That is, is it really worthy of being a primary human pursuit and are there other pursuits that we may be, say, morally obligated to engage ourselves with? (This issue is the topic of Robert Nozick’s essay on happiness in our Supplemental Reading collection).

We may also want to critically analyze how these icons function as icons: borrowing an insight from Michel Foucault, we may see these icons in their various manifestations as a network of cultural directives that both negatively and positively define our notions of appropriate behavior. That is, some of these icons provide necessary taboos that steer us in the direction of more culturally approved behaviors: porn and pot, for example, serve to define and support, respectively, love-sanctioned sex and 9-to-5 sobriety. In other words, these icons may be merely culturally constructed for the purpose of political control. Whatever the overarching purpose of them, in light of the logic of these icons proving specious under the most rudimentary analysis, and of their common failure to fulfill their promises to us, we can consider more reasonable, healthier, and perhaps simply more effective sources of happiness, and the practicability and feasibility of those alternatives.

Fantasy Reading List

(i.e. suggested additional readings)

THE ANCIENT WORLD

Ancient Near East

Poetry of Love:  Devotion, pp. 61-77

The Epic of Gilgamesh, pp. 88-129

The Book of Job, pp. 156-171

Classical Greece

Sappho, pp 594-598

Plato, pp. 712-744

Early South Asia

The Mahabharata 

Book 2, pp. 833-849 

Book 5, pp. 850-858

Book 6, pp. 859-870


China Classical Tradition



Confucius, pp. 1090-1104

Daoism, pp. 1105-1133

The Buddha, pp. 1056-1060

Roman Empire

Ovid, pp. 1288-1297

Catallus, pp. 1303-1306

Horace, pp. 1313-1316

Paul, pp. 1323-1327

Luke, pp. 1328-1345

Augustine (selections), pp. 1360-1389 

THE MEDIEVAL ERA

Contact, Conflict & Conversion

I Ching, Heavenly Tales, & Tibetan Death Rituals & Dream Visions, pp. 12-25

Medieval China

Voices of Women, pp. 99-114

Japan

Kamo No Chomie, pp. 335-343

Classical Arabic & Islamic Literatures

The Qur’an, pp. 431-447

Al-Hallaj, pp. 607-609

Medieval Europe

Troubadours, pp. 888-897

Theology & Mysticism:  Anselm & Aquinas, pp. 1039-1047

Dante, Paradiso, pp. 1217-1234

Chaucer, The Wife of Bath’s Tale, pp. 1297-1305

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

Europe

Machiavelli, pp. 247-255

Martin Luther, pp. 307-311

Montague, from ‘Of Idleness’ & ‘Of the Power of Imagination’

pp. 409-420

Shakespeare, Hamlet
Mesoamerica

Songs of the Aztec Nobility, pp. 796-809

17th & 18th CENTURIES 

Europe 

Leibniz, pp. 526-527

Pope, pp. 528-531

Voltaire, Candide, pp. 466-525

Rousseau, pp. 649-662

Marquis DeSade, pp. 655-662

Mary Wollstonecraft, pp. 663-668

Kant, pp. 670-676

19th CENTURY


from Longman anthology

Wordsworth from The Prelude, pp. 84-94

Rousseau, pp. 98-103

Keats, pp. 107-110

Emerson, pp. 118-124

Thoreau, pp. 125-130

Ghalib, pp. 272-281

Whitman, pp. 361-373

Flaubert, from Travels in Egypt, pp. 508-513

Baudelaire, pp. 567-580

Dostoevsky, from Notes from the Underground (Part 1), pp. 600-624 

E. Dickinson, pp. 810-815

Chekhov “The Lady of the Lapdog,” pp. 937-948

20th CENTURY

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, pp. 61-114

Joyce “Araby,” pp. 142-144

Virginia Wolff from Mrs. Dalloway, pp. 178-182

Eliot “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” pp. 225-228

Kafka The Metamorphosis, pp. 259-288

Anna Akhmatora, pp. 290-299

Yeats, pp. 317-327

Rilke “Sonnets to Orpheus,” pp. 328-337 

Neruda, pp. 344-345

Wallace Stevens, pp. 346-347

Bei Dao, pp. 350-351
War:

Yosano Akiko, pp. 421-423

Wilfred Owen, pp. 424-426

Ingeborg Bachmann, pp. 458-463

Yehuda Amichai, pp. 464-467

Beckett, Endgame, pp. 470-505

Borges, pp. 529-546

Mahfouz, The Hara, pp. 564-575

Italo Calvino from Invisible Cities, pp. 627-631

James Baldwin, “Sonny’s Blues” pp. 676-695

Indigenous Cultures, pp. 712-744

Gendered Spaces, pp. 769-816

Achebe, pp. 868-952

Christa Wolf, from Accident, pp. 1094-1098

from The Norton Reader (mostly still 20th century, a few from the 19th)

Eighner, p. 27

White, p. 52

Mernissi, p. 106

Guterson, p. 111

Kubler-Ross, p. 170

Gould, p. 176

Burgess, p. 181

Strebeigh, p. 215

Brand, p. 241

Zinsser, p. 262

Bacon, p. 331

D. Wordsworth, p. 315

Abbey, p. 362

Chief Seattle, p. 380

Montaigne, p. 394

Twain, p. 395

Tuchman, p. 453

Cherokee Memorials, p. 466

Toth, p. 642

Thoreau, p. 674

Nussbaum, p. 683

Dillard, p. 700

Highet, p. 710

Sartre, p. 719

Real Reading List
(revised 5 Feb 2005)

Week 1:
[This week’s readings are from our “Supplemental Reading” book.]

M
Read Syllabus together

W
NYT article, “On the Futile Pursuit of Happiness” & Roy Porter, “Happiness,” pp. 258-265



F
Roy Porter, “Happiness,” 265-275  & Robert Nozick, “Happiness”

[The rest of the readings are from our Longman anthology, until the 19th & 20th centuries when you students will be selecting the readings and can select from The Norton Reader as well.]

THE ANCIENT WORLD

Week 2:
M
Poetry of Love & Devotion & The Song of Songs, pp. 73-

88



W
Gilgamesh, pp. 88-129



F
Book of Job, 156-172

Week 3:
M
Plato, pp. pp. 712-729 or 729-745

W
Mahabharata Book 2 pp. 833-849 and Book 6  



F
Confucius pp. 1090-1104

Week 4:
M
Daoism pp. 1105-1133



W
The Buddha, pp. 1056-1060



F
Ovid pp 1288-1297 and Horace, pp. 1313-1316 

Week 5:
M
Paul & Luke, pp. 1323-1345



W
Augustine, pp. 1360-1389

THE MEDIEVAL ERA

F
The Qur’an, pp. 431-447 

Week 6:
M 
Troubadours, pp. 888-897



W 
Theology & Mysticism: Auselm & Aquinas, pp. 1039-1047


THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD

F
Machiavelli, pp. 247-255

Week 7:
M
Hamlet, Acts I, II

W
Hamlet, Act III  (K. Branagh’s Hamlet, Park Aud. 6-11pm)



F
Hamlet, Acts IV & V

Week 8
SPRING BREAK

17th & 18th CENTURIES

Week 9:
M
Pope, pp. 528-531



W
I’M OUT OF TOWN FOR CONFERENCE




F



“

Week 10:
M 
Candide


W 
Rousseau, pp. 98-103



F 
Kant, pp. 670-676

Students’ Selected Readings:

19TH CENTURY
Week 11
M 


W




F

Week 12:
M




W




F

20th CENTURY
Week 13:
M




W




F

Week 14:
M




W





F

Week 15:
M




W




F




1
12

