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hat makes people happy, on a large scale? Is happiness determined by what we 

have or by what we still hope to attain? If the medical, agricultural, and educational 

advances of the past two centuries has led to a world freer of illness, hunger, and ignorance, 

why aren’t we all happier? Peter N. Stearns, the author or editor of 115 books, founder of 

The Journal of Social History, and current Provost and professor at George Mason University, 

examines modernity and its connection to the squishy topic of happiness. His thesis: “We 

can learn more about ourselves by exploring why modern advances have not produced a 

greater sense of ease.” He notes the “double-edged” process: modernity’s positive changes 

bringing with them negative consequences. 

Though the psychological aspects of happiness are mentioned, this is not a book 

about happiness as an emotional or physical state, or a self-help guide to becoming happy. 

(Stearns points to the emergence of this genre in the late twentieth century as one sign of the 

widespread compulsion to be happy.) “Measuring happiness aims at an elusive target,” he 

notes, and equally elusive is a definition of the term, which current “happiness research” 

seems to define as a combination of “current emotional state . . .  with more cognitive 

assessments of longer-term satisfaction.” Stearns bases his measures of current happiness 

levels on national and international polls that ask specifically about happiness and “life 

satisfaction,” while also examining the growing social impetus to be cheerful that followed 

the progress of modernity across the United States. 
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Stearns focuses on the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries in the United 

States primarily and in much of Western Europe by way of comparison. These regions have 

experienced remarkable changes: reduced child mortality rates, expansion of public 

education and greater access to higher education, greater agricultural production, and longer 

average lifespans. Yet the results of these huge shifts have been quickly absorbed as the 

norm. This has led people to forget how much easier modern life has become compared to 

the way it used to be, while at the same time leading people to expect a higher level of 

personal satisfaction than may be achievable. The tensions that affect people amid so much 

positive progress are, Stearns says, a part of the “modernity process,” not disconnected 

sources of conflict. The meat of his argument is presented in the chapters focusing on 

specific issues: work; gender, sexuality, aging, and eating; death; childhood; and 

consumerism. In these chapters he shows how as social and cultural habits changed, so did 

the idea and expectation of happiness.  

 The polling data upon which he bases his declarations about happiness levels has 

been collected since 1999. The least happy countries have tended to be in the “low-modern 

to developing category,” but even within the richer countries, relatively high per capita 

incomes do not always correlate with high levels of happiness. “A steady diet of modernity 

seems to satiate” residents of modern countries, as is shown in the relatively low scores of 

the United States and Western Europe (exception: Denmark, fifth in per capita income but 

number one in happiness). Polling data also point to a major weakness of modernity. In the 

U.S., for example, the rate of psychological depression and other mental illnesses has 

increased since the disease was first identified in the eighteenth century and especially during 

the course of the twentieth century to the point that “[b]y the early 21st century 16-20% of 

all Americans claimed to suffer from depression sometime in life, with almost 7% 

experiencing the condition in any given year.” This provides some explanation for the lower 

than expected levels of happiness.  

 Despite his use of polling data, Stearns largely ignores demographics, and so it can be 

difficult to gauge to whom, exactly, he is referring in his discussions of the unhappy. It 

would have been interesting to discover whether, for example, marital or economic status 

has had some bearing on personal happiness. Perhaps such data is unavailable; in any case, 

Stearns seems more interested in nationwide happiness levels than in the happiness of 

individuals. (But how can nations be happy? He does not say.).  
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 The accounts of how social mores changed over the last two centuries can be 

fascinating. The chapter on death, for example, describes the transition from the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries’ acceptance and encouragement of mourning the death of a loved 

one to the twentieth century’s increased isolation from death and grieving, turning what had 

been public, open, and natural into something private, structured (five stages and no more!), 

and almost embarrassing. These changes have been due to the combination of lower child 

mortality rates and longer lifespans, which together have meant that dying is now more of a 

side effect of old age rather than a pervasive presence in most families. This has turned the 

idea of death from a phenomenon that could be taught to children through Victorian-era 

mourning kits for dolls into a scary story from which children needed to be protected so 

their childhoods could be joyous and free from fear. But this isolation of and from death has 

not contributed to a greater sense of safety and happiness. Instead it has made it all the more 

upsetting when a loved one passes away. 

Stearns obviously has plenty to say on each subject; in every chapter but one he cites 

at least one of his 115 books as “further reading.” But he passes up the opportunity to 

connect his topics. For example, he writes about mothers within the larger realms of gender 

(changing gender roles, the domestic sphere), eating (snacks were marketed to mothers to 

feed their growing children), death (women’s magazines in the nineteenth century talked 

about infant mortality as if it were partly the mother’s fault), childhood (the increase in 

parenting guidebooks that were reassuringly backed by science) and consumerism (selling to 

mothers as buyers for their families), but he fails to tie these threads together. This is not a 

book solely about mothers, of course, but they come up enough to seem like a common 

theme that is not treated like one.  

He also overlooks one of the more massive changes in the last twenty years, the 

Internet. He describes the marked increase in public displays of grief—after Michael 

Jackson’s death in 2009 as compared to after John Lennon’s in 1980, and after the mass 

shootings at Virginia Tech in 2008 as compared to after the mass shootings at the University 

of Texas in 1966. But Stearns does not mention one of the biggest reasons the public 

grieving, as well as the donations to charitable or victims’ funds, was so much greater in 2008 

and 2009 than in 1966 and 1980: the vastly wider dissemination of information (and the 

greater ease of making donations) via the Internet. Indeed, it seems a bit puzzling that a 
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book about modernity that does not ignore the twenty-first century would not include 

enough mention of the Internet to even warrant an index entry. 

And I would raise a number of other issues. If where we are now is not as thrilling as 

it might have been, what can be done to fix that? Stearns does not really know and admits as 

much. I am unconvinced that happiness works as a measure of the success of a particular 

change; there is something so ephemeral about the feeling. To cite a poll found on my own, 

in June 2012 Gallup reported that only 20 percent of Americans were satisfied with the state 

of the nation. This was said to be due largely to the relatively weak economy and high 

unemployment rate, but also to “dissatisfaction with government,” the federal budget deficit, 

and other financial issues, personal and national.* I would note, however, that, in addition to 

confronting economic problems, the nation is at war and in the middle of an obesity 

epidemic, and the world is undergoing unprecedented climate change. Stearns mentions 

these issues as “modernity’s deficiencies.” But if Stearns’ question remains “Why aren’t we 

happier?”, the answer seems obvious: because there are still so many things wrong in the 

world. That the things that are wrong are based in historical trends is interesting and worth 

knowing, but perhaps he could have also asked, “Why aren’t we unhappier?” Or he might 

have discussed why the goal of happiness is pushed by so many self-help books and 

magazines. Why should we be happy? By focusing on the “counterproductive qualities of the 

excessive prods toward happiness and cheerfulness that have so long accompanied 

modernity,” Stearns ignores the deeper questions, which could have made for a more 

stimulating study of how we achieve happiness, real or counterfeit, and how 20 percent of 

Americans can consider themselves satisfied in the midst of such an unpleasant 

environment. 

An interesting book that builds on Stearns’ decades of scholarship, Satisfaction Not 

Guaranteed is a valuable survey of issues, notwithstanding that it generates more questions 

than it answers. And with these additional questions, as the “further reading” lists attest, 

Stearns would be happy to help you. 

 

 

                                                           
*
 Jeffrey M. Jones, “U.S. Satisfaction Slips Slightly to 20%,” Gallup, June 13, 2012. Accessed via 

www.gallup.com. 
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