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Mindfulness, the happiness industry and popular culture 

Mindfulness 

1. Most of these third wave approaches – explicitly embrace mindfulness practices and 

visualisation exercises 

2. Of Buddhist or Hindu origin 

3. Designed to cultivate more awareness of the somatic manifestation of emotions and 

moods,  

4. Together with greater calmness, stoicism, compassion towards self and others 

5.  Buddhism is a philosophy concerned with the purging the mind and body of desire, 

aversion and delusion 

6. It is easy to see how western therapists – were able to map these concerns on to the 

declared domains of psychoanalysis, behaviourism and cognitive therapy 

7. And then onto the general template of an integrative approach like CBT 

Traditions 

1. Mindfulness is close to the outlook of traditional Mahayana Buddhism  

2. Acceptance and commitment therapists try to help the client develop an improved 

awareness of their body  

3. As a gateway to learning to relax and let go of unwanted feelings and thoughts 

4. They embrace an extended Definition of self – including the people, and places that help 

to shape the client’s conduct and define who they are 

5. And promotes meditation – to reduce worries about our worries 

Hindu 

1. This approach makes use of Hindu compassion meditations designed to increase 

interpersonal warmth and acceptance 

2. To neutralise feelings of anger, resentment or jealousy.  

3. These are close to traditional Buddhism  

Embodiment 

1. These versions of CBT place more emphasis on embodiment – how things feel to us 

2. And how these feelings might influence our thoughts and reactions 

3. Some  also highlighting knowing what to do in a situation  

Buddhist 

1. Many traditional Buddhist practitioners suggests that meditation has to be done regularly 

and backed up by social and cultural settings that nurture and sustain the enlightened 

person 
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2. Traditional practitioners were part of an integrated network of beliefs and ethical 

teachings 

3. Wellbeing was not the main goal – but spiritual awareness was 

Positive psychology  

1. There has been an explosion of publications on emotional wellbeing – happiness 

2. Self-help books, DVDs etc.  

3. Positive psychology courses are available in many places 

4. In 2007 all state schools in England were directed to begin teaching social and emotional 

intelligence 

5. Political and economic policies need to be measured by their effects on a national 

happiness index 

US/UK 

1. In the US positive psychology is linked with Marin Seligman – the former chair of the 

American Psychological Association   

2. He argued that the whole field should embrace individual flourishing  

3. The happiness psychology movement in the UK is associated with Richard Layard -An 

academic economist and policy advisor to the New Labour Government and also 

psychotherapists and social commentators  

What is it 

1. Positive psychology is an attempt to improve well-being through psychological techniques 

2. Positive psychologists understand wellbeing as feelings of joy and gratitude for the good 

things that have happened in our lives 

3. Together with greater acceptance of our selves and others 

4. To flow in the moment – are all associated with positive psychology  

5. The total immersion in the task – or what wellbeing theorists call flow – a state of being 

joyfully present in the moment  

6. Allowing us to ignore our own concerns 

Tenants 

1. These are that happiness can be measured – and is a state of heightened mood and 

optimism that we can deliberately cultivate 

2. The happy individual is at ease with themselves and others 

3. Energetic, focused, warm, caring, creative , humorous, open minded and committed to 

the present 
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4. Some believe this is more easily achieved if we cultivate friendships that join in cohesive 

communities  

Attaining happiness 

1. For positive psychologists, it is a matter of learning the right skills for rational thinking  

2. It is about doing the right things – as we discover our unique signature strengths 

3. This combines the virtue ethics of Confucius, Mencius and Aristotle with modern 

psychological motivation theories 

4. Happiness, Seligman concludes has three dimensions that can be cultivated – the Pleasant 

life, the good life and the meaningful life 

5. The first is realised if we learn to savour and appreciate basic pleasure – companionship, 

the natural environment, bodily needs. 

Contentment 

1. For people in the west contentment rises in line with earnings for people at the bottom 

end of the income scale 

2. Also people in poorer societies report levels of happiness that compare well with the west 

3. The industry promotes that happiness is an internal psychological state which has limited 

reference to external circumstances 

4. And secondly, it is a condition that the individual can cultivate given enough 

determination and advice 

Policies  

1. Layard advocates social and economic policies to reduce inequalities as well as providing 

more cognitive therapy 

2. Seligman (US  viewpoint) – more psychological devices to help individuals improve their 

lot 

3. Happiness psychology has been taken up in business, education, health etc.  

4. It is about the power of the mind to control and heal the body  

 

Difficulties of positive psychology  

1. There is the question of whether a subjective thing like happiness can be measured 

2. And whether we really can choose to modify our well being to order 

3. And the question as to why this industry has done so well and been so popular.  

Can happiness be measured 

1. the questionnaire that is used asks whether ‘taken altogether you are very happy, pretty 

happy or not too happy’ 
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2. But this is incapable of addressing the particulars of everyday life 

3. A serial killer and a vicar might be equally pleased with their situation in life - But their 

vision of a good life might be very different 

4. There are different standards for judging happiness  

5. If a group of people have been forced to lead narrow lives, they might have learned to be 

content with their lot.  

Emotions and feelings 

1. We can get used to our circumstances and cease to register our own feelings about them  

2. We might consistently report a given amount of well being, Irrespective of what we might 

be feeling 

3. Likewise the least happy might not want to participate in such surveys 

Is it always good to smile 

1. The down side of being relentlessly upbeat is that you become preoccupied with 

monitoring the extent of your happiness and the ability to sustain it.  

2. It becomes a source of anxiety 

3. Also people with the most health and wellbeing are more inclined to say they are happy, 

Often the more comfortable stable and well-resourced life that creates a good physical 

constitution  

Popularity  

1. the popularity of the happiness psychology has led to an over-optimistic view of the 

world, helping to blind people to the widespread misery caused by redundancy, job 

instability etc.  

2. the mandatory joyfulness also helped to fuel the unrestrained speculation that brought 

the collapse of the financial markets in 2008 

Effects 

1. Humanist philosophers of the 18th and 19th centuries viewed happiness not as a pleasant 

psychological state, but as a political condition that meant democratic choice, freedom 

from arbitrary persecution  

2. And the liberty to live the life that one chose, within the limits of respecting the rights of 

others 

Happiness 

1. for many writers and thinkers, happiness – meant living to some purpose, which could be 

a difficult job or situation.  

2. Thus, even if lives were a struggle or miserable, they were doing what seemed worthwhile  
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3. in other words, their lives had a wider purpose beyond narrow personal satisfaction 

4. Thinkers as varied as Nietzsche, Camus and Voltaire – have rejected a self-congratulatory 

feeling of happiness as a pallid substitute for the only valid way to live 

5. To face up to the harsh facts of mortality of the likely indifference of the universe, and to 

strive, as best we can, for a meaningful existence within these terms. 

6. To avoid this task is to build despair into the heart of our existence,  

Why the positive psychologists are still smiling 

1. The field of positive psychology has flourished during the last ten years or so 

2. The standard explanation for this development is that we are witnessing the advance of 

science 

3. Another reason must be to do with the loss of faith in the chemical cure 

1. The positive psychology movement reflects the anxieties and the marketing ambitions of 

the psychology industry  

2. So that mind cures are foregrounded, while questions of social justice and well being 

recede 

Credibility 

1. In the west religious authority has declined without anything to replace it 

2. People are less certain about what is wrong or right or what the purpose of life should be 

3. Positive psychology offers to fill the moral vacuum in our lives by telling us what our aims 

should be and how to reach them  

4. It wraps together many of the traditional teachings of theistic religions of eastern belief 

systems and key tenets of new age philosophy  

5. With scientific packages, to appeal to the health promotion industry and consumers alike.  

Attractions 

1. Positive psychology appeals to leaders who wish to appear wise, caring, at the leading 

edge of social and scientific policy  

2. And who welcome cheap, fast solutions to complex and deep-rooted social problems 

Ironic 

1. in their focus on the importance of social life, the positive psychologists celebrate the 

individual actor as supreme 

2. They tell us to change our ways by finding our own solutions 

3. there is no guidance if we are not part of a welcoming community, if we don’t have a job, 

or a family that brings us into meaningful contact with others or if our friends or 

neighbours are obstructive 
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Insight  

1. Were happiness largely a matter of insight – most of us would have chanced upon these 

by now 

2. people have been writing and thinking about the power of mind over matter for 2000 

years  

3. in the 1930s Bertrand Russell came up with a set of prescriptions for well-being that 

resembled Layard and Seligman  

4. But the main difference being that Russell saw stoicism and rational thought as only one 

side of the coin  

5. Good character was the basis for happiness rather than wealth.  

6. Happiness cannot be detached from ethics and values, nor from the cultural and social 

world that gives rise to them  

7. Such that one person’s positivity can be the misery of another person  

8. Misery is easier to measure 

 

 


