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May 21, 2009 

 

Re: May 21, 2009, New York Times OPED, “Happy Days,” (full text on p.2) 

 
 

Dear Mr. Gilbert, 

 

Let me share a bit of hope-filled realism gleaned from our Viking-hearty - and happy - friends. Their 

modus Vivendi deserves consideration, especially for those among us who have suckled so long at 

the teat of ingratitude. I am not referring to Ms. Liberty, who beckons still to all seeking to release 

their potential. Rather, the sour milk of discontent springs from the fountain of greed.  

 

To makes matters worse, in such an overpowering consumer-drive society as our own, citizens are 

not given the option of feeding at will: they are gagged with excess, force-fed to the point of misery. 

Perhaps our national colic is related to a diet of greed, which leaves one bloated yet always 

hungering for more. 

 

For a source of  melancholique~American we need only turn a few pages back to Landon Thomas’ 

NYT piece, “Thriving Norway,” May 13, 2009: 

 

“Norway has thrived by going its own way. When others splurged, it saved.”  

 

“The U.S. and the U.K. have no sense of guilt…In Norway, there is … a sense of virtue. If you are 

given a lot, you have a responsibility.” 

 

And the nouveau-Viking on debt: “We cannot spend this money now; it would be stealing from 

future generations.” 

 

According their finance minister, “even the underside of the Norwegian dream looks pretty good 

compared to … nightmares elsewhere.” If cultural diet is the key to happiness, praise the Lord and 

pass the Lutefisk. 

 

All good wishes, 

 

 

 

Jon Sherry 

Founding Director 

 

HQ@ForAmericanKids.org 

www.ForAmericanKids.org 
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Thursday, May 21, 2009 

 

HAPPY DAYS 
What You Don’t Know Makes You Nervous 

 

By Daniel Gilbert 

 

CAMBRIDGE, Mass. — Seventy-six years ago, Franklin Delano Roosevelt took to the 

inaugural dais and reminded a nation that its recent troubles “concern, thank God, only material things.” In 

the midst of the Depression, he urged Americans to remember that “happiness lies not in the mere possession 

of money” and to recognize “the falsity of material wealth as the standard of success.”  

 

“The only thing we have to fear,” he claimed, “is fear itself.”  

 

As it turned out, Americans had a great deal more to fear than that, and their innocent belief that money buys 

happiness was entirely correct. Psychologists and economists now know that although the very rich are no 

happier than the merely rich, for the other 99 percent of us, happiness is greatly enhanced by a few quaint 

assets, like shelter, sustenance and security. Those who think the material is immaterial have probably never 

stood in a breadline.  

 

Money matters and today most of us have less of it, so no one will be surprised by new survey results from 

the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index showing that Americans are smiling less and worrying more than 

they were a year ago, that happiness is down and sadness is up, that we are getting less sleep and smoking 

more cigarettes, that depression is on the rise.  

 

An uncertain future leaves us stranded in an unhappy present with nothing to do but wait. 

But light wallets are not the cause of our heavy hearts. After all, most of us still have more inflation-adjusted 

dollars than our grandparents had, and they didn’t live in an unremitting funk. Middle-class Americans still 

enjoy more luxury than upper-class Americans enjoyed a century earlier, and the fin de siècle was not an 

especially gloomy time. Clearly, people can be perfectly happy with less than we had last year and less than 

we have now.  

 

So if a dearth of dollars isn’t making us miserable, then what is? No one knows. I don’t mean that no one 

knows the answer to this question. I mean that the answer to this question is that no one knows — and not 

knowing is making us sick.  

 

Consider an experiment by researchers at Maastricht University in the Netherlands who gave subjects a 

series of 20 electric shocks. Some subjects knew they would receive an intense shock on every trial. Others 

knew they would receive 17 mild shocks and 3 intense shocks, but they didn’t know on which of the 20 trials 

the intense shocks would come. The results showed that subjects who thought there was a small chance of 

receiving an intense shock were more afraid — they sweated more profusely, their hearts beat faster — than 

subjects who knew for sure that they’d receive an intense shock.  

 

That’s because people feel worse when something bad might occur than when something bad will occur. 

Most of us aren’t losing sleep and sucking down Marlboros because the Dow is going to fall another 

thousand points, but because we don’t know whether it will fall or not — and human beings find uncertainty 

more painful than the things they’re uncertain about.  

But why? 

 

 

http://happydays.blogs.nytimes.com/author/daniel-gilbert/
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http://www.nytimes.com/


 

 

 

A colostomy reroutes the colon so that waste products leave the body through a hole in the abdomen, and it 

isn’t anyone’s idea of a picnic. A University of Michigan-led research team studied patients whose 

colostomies were permanent and patients who had a chance of someday having their colostomies reversed. 

Six months after their operations, patients who knew they would be permanently disabled were happier than 

those who thought they might someday be returned to normal.  

 

Similarly, researchers at the University of British Columbia studied people who had undergone genetic 

testing to determine their risk for developing the neurodegenerative disorder known as Huntington’s disease. 

Those who learned that they had a very high likelihood of developing the condition were happier a year after 

testing than those who did not learn what their risk was.  

 

Why would we prefer to know the worst than to suspect it? Because when we get bad news we weep for a 

while, and then get busy making the best of it. We change our behavior, we change our attitudes. We raise 

our consciousness and lower our standards. We find our bootstraps and tug. But we can’t come to terms with 

circumstances whose terms we don’t yet know. An uncertain future leaves us stranded in an unhappy present 

with nothing to do but wait.  

 

Our national gloom is real enough, but it isn’t a matter of insufficient funds. It’s a matter of insufficient 

certainty. Americans have been perfectly happy with far less wealth than most of us have now, and we could 

quickly become those Americans again — if only we knew we had to.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


