


















































Self-absorption is of various 
kinds. We may take the sin-
ner, the narcissist, and the 
megalomaniac as three very 
common types. When I speak 
of “the sinner,” I do not mean 
the man who commits sins: 
sins are committed by ev-
ery one or no one, according 
to our definition of the word. 
I mean the man who is ab-
sorbed in the consciousness 
of sin. This man is perpetually 
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I shall not consider the great ca-
tastrophes such as loss of all one’s 
children, or public disgrace. here 
are things to be said about such 
matters, and they are important 
things, but they belong to a dif-
ferent order from the things that I 
wish to say. My purpose is to sug-
gest a cure for the ordinary day-
to-day unhappiness from which 
most people in civilised countries 
suffer, and which is all the more 
unbearable because, having no 
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Self-absorption is of various 
kinds. We may take the sinner, 
the narcissist, and the megalo-
maniac as three very common 
types. When I speak of “the sin-
ner,” I do not mean the man who 
commits sins: sins are commit-
ted by every one or no one, ac-
cording to our definition of the 
word. I mean the man who is ab-
sorbed in the consciousness of 
sin. This man is perpetually in-
curring his own disapproval, 
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The important kind of fatigue 
is always emotional in mod-
ern life; purely intellectu-
al fatigue, like purely muscu-
lar fatigue, produces its own 
remedy in sleep. Any person 
who has a great deal of intel-
lectual work, devoid of emo-
tion, to do — say, for example, 
elaborate computations will 
sleep off at the end of each day 
the fatigue that that day has 
brought. The harm that is at-
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Vanity, when it passes beyond 
a point, kills pleasure in every 
activity for its own sake, and 
thus leads inevitably to list-
lessness and boredom. Often 
its source is diffidence, and 
its cure lies in the growth of 
self-respect. But this is only to 
be gained by successful activi-
ty inspired by objective inter-
ests. The megalomaniac dif-
fers from the narcissist by the 
fact that he wishes to be pow-
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Perhaps the best introduction to the philosophy 
which I wish to advocate will be a few words of 
autobiography. I was not born happy. As a child, 
my favourite hymn was: ‘Weary of earth and lad-
en with my sin’. At the age of five, I reflected that, 
if I should live to be seventy, I had only endured, 
so far, a fourteenth part of my whole life, and I felt 
the long-spread-out boredom ahead of me to be 
almost unendurable. In adolescence, I hated life 
and was continually on the verge of suicide, from 
which, however, I was restrained by the desire to 
know more mathematics. Now, on the contrary, I 
enjoy life; I might almost say that with every year 
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To discover a system for the avoidance of 
war is a vital need for our civilisation; but 
no such system has a chance while men 
are so unhappy that mutual extermination 
seems to them less dreadful than contin-
ued endurance of the light of day. To pre-
vent the perpetuation of poverty is neces-
sary if the benefits of machine production 
are to accrue in any degree to those most in 
need of them; but what is the use of mak-
ing everybody rich if the rich themselves 
are miserable? Education in cruelty and 
fear is bad, but no other kind can be given 
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I shall not consider the great catastro-
phes such as loss of all one’s children, 
or public disgrace. There are things to 
be said about such matters, and they 
are important things, but they belong 
to a different order from the things that 
I wish to say. My purpose is to suggest a 
cure for the ordinary day-to-day unhap-
piness from which most people in ci-
vilised countries suffer, and which is all 
the more unbearable because, having 
no obvious external cause, it appears 
inescapable. I believe this unhappiness 
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Self-absorption is of various kinds. 
We may take the sinner, the narcis-
sist, and the megalomaniac as three 
very common types. When I speak of 
“the sinner,” I do not mean the man 
who commits sins: sins are commit-
ted by every one or no one, according 
to our definition of the word. I mean 
the man who is absorbed in the con-
sciousness of sin. This man is perpet-
ually incurring his own disapproval, 
which, if he is religious, he inter-
prets as the disapproval of God. He 
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The important kind of fatigue is 
always emotional in modern life; 
purely intellectual fatigue, like 
purely muscular fatigue, produces 
its own remedy in sleep. Any per-
son who has a great deal of intel-
lectual work, devoid of emotion, 
to do – say, for example, elaborate 
computations – will sleep off at the 
end of each day the fatigue that 
that day has brought. The harm 
that is attributed to overwork is 
hardly ever due to that cause, but 
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Vanity, when it passes beyond a 
point, kills pleasure in every ac-
tivity for its own sake, and thus 
leads inevitably to listlessness 
and boredom. Often its source is 
diffidence, and its cure lies in the 
growth of self-respect. But this 
is only to be gained by successful 
activity inspired by objective in-
terests. The megalomaniac dif-
fers from the narcissist by the fact 
that he wishes to be powerful 
rather than charming, and seeks 
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