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Introduction

We all want to feel happy. We all yearn to be free of pain and suffering, to have blessed moments of love and laughter, to make the most of our brief sojourn on Earth. These longings are constants at the heart of human existence. We’re therefore tantalised by an ever-expanding array of possible pathways towards these evanescent goals, shimmering ahead of us like oases in a scorching desert. Bookshops are heaving with self-help literature promising us the secret of happiness. Social media is likewise abuzz with the seductive voices of gurus who confidently promise to lead us there. Indeed, my own field of positive psychology – the scientific study of wellbeing – has provided much of the theory and research behind all this. Alluringly, we’re promised that if we can just capture that optimistic mindset, or forge that precious set of meaningful relationships, then the end of the rainbow is just around the corner. And when we reach it, the rewards are apparently bountiful. Happiness is depicted as a golden key that can unlock innumerable delectable treasures – from success to good health.

This is a beautiful vision. And research does indeed suggest that happiness is connected to psychological qualities like optimism, and to life circumstances such as close relationships. Then, if people are happy, there is evidence that it can lead to other rewards – from ascending more swiftly up a career ladder to finding that soulmate who gives reason to our days.

The trouble is, however, that the blessings of happiness can be elusive, and the ‘positive’ qualities that take us there can be fiendishly difficult to capture. Many of us can’t just tune into the requisite brightness of spirit or upbeat state of mind, which is why we are turning to the self-help shelves in our droves, lost and confused. We have our moments in the sun, of course – fleeting blessings of joy and laughter. All too frequently, though, we struggle through the mist, beset by worries, fears and lamentations. It’s all very well knowing that optimism is the route to happiness, and happiness the doorway to health and success. But if we are unable to shake that anxious pessimism, then where does that leave us? We may feel even worse than before: experiencing anxiety is bad enough, but being told we should be bright and upbeat just deepens our worries. We start to feel anxious about feeling anxious, or feel sad about feeling sad, so down and down we go, in a dispiriting spiral …

Redeeming the Darkness

If any of the above rings true, if you are wearily familiar with the darker shades of human experience, then this book has a revolutionary and uplifting message for you. Your ‘negative’ feelings are not only normal and natural but may serve as pathways to the very happiness and flourishing that you seek. Such emotions are not ‘wrong’, and we are not disordered or ill if we experience them. It is entirely natural to feel sad, angry, anxious and so on. Indeed, these emotions are not only normal but often entirely appropriate. It is surely right to feel sad if we lose somebody, or angry if we’ve been hurt. These are ‘right’ emotions in the sense that it would be rather inappropriate to feel unreservedly happy if we’ve suffered bereavement or betrayal. Moreover, not only are these darker emotions frequently natural and appropriate; they may be wellsprings of real value. As painful as they can feel at the time, they might conceal powerful messages and energies that can help us towards the light – towards the dawn of happiness. So, if we learn from them, and use them skilfully, our darker emotions may be strange and unexpected sources of salvation.

I should emphasise that I am not talking here about mental illnesses, like depression. It would be an affront for me to romanticise the plight of people who suffer with such debilitating conditions, or to claim that their burden is not serious. That said, I would not be so presumptuous as to suggest that their suffering lacks value, or to assert that illness cannot confer certain qualities upon the sufferer that they may come to appreciate, such as empathic sensitivity towards others. People may find redemption and meaning in all kinds of ways, even in the midst of great distress and illness. Either way, though, this is not a book about mental illness, but simply about the ‘normal’ darker emotions that we all feel from time to time – from sadness to anger.

Of course, how we differentiate mental illness from ‘normal’ emotions – where we draw the line – is itself a complex and contentious issue. Nevertheless, as I proceed through this book, I shall offer suggestions as to where this line might be, and what to do if you feel you have crossed it. In general, I follow the line drawn by the American Psychiatric Association – namely, their criteria for what constitutes a mental disorder. The criteria for depression and anxiety – the two most common mental illnesses – are outlined at the end of the book, in the Further Help and Resources section. For other mental illnesses, the criteria can be found in the websites provided in this section. Readers who are concerned that they may have crossed the line – with respect to any illness – are encouraged to check with their doctor, who will be able to offer appropriate guidance and support.

This book, then, deals with the vague, troubling territory that is captured by the phrase ‘negative emotions’. These are the darker feelings that can descend on us all – from sadness and anxiety to guilt and loneliness. Unless a certain line of severity is crossed, these are not mental illnesses, but rather inherent dimensions of the human condition. More than that, however, as I intimated above, they are not merely normal, natural and appropriate. In a subtle, somewhat paradoxical way, they might be pathways to deeper and richer forms of wellbeing than may be found through more overtly ‘positive’ emotions. For example, sadness may open our hearts to the fragile beauty of life, or make us reach out to others in love and compassion, while righteous anger can alert us to some moral breach and motivate us to fight against an unjust social situation, changing it for the better.

We may not choose to experience these negative emotions. But if we do, and if we harness them skilfully, we might find that they can help us flourish, just as darkness gives way to the promise of the dawn.

The Path

As such, this book will take you on a revelatory and ultimately uplifting journey through some of the darker realms of the human experience. Although the road may be hard in places, we shall see that the shadows we so often walk through can contain surprising sources of solace and light. The book comprises eight chapters, each of which focuses on a specific negative emotion – namely, sadness, anxiety, anger, guilt, envy, boredom, loneliness and suffering. Each chapter centres on one overarching message, capturing the essence of that particular emotion, its main source of value. So, we shall see that sadness is fundamentally an expression of love and care. Anxiety is our alarm system, alerting us to danger. Anger can be a moral emotion that tells us that we’ve been treated unfairly. Guilt suggests that we have let ourselves down, and drives us to be better. Envy motivates us to improve ourselves and our lives. Boredom can be a gateway to creativity and self-transcendence. Loneliness allows our authentic voice to be heard, and teaches self-sufficiency. And suffering breaks us but then remakes us in potentially more meaningful ways.

The chapters then unpack these overarching lessons, teasing apart their elements. We begin with sadness, delving into the various ways in which it is a manifestation of loving concern – from a guardian that rescues us from a hurtful situation, to a precious connection to those we have loved and lost. We then explore how anxiety forewarns us about danger on the horizon and keeps us focused on current challenges. We shall also see that, far from signifying caution or even cowardice, anxiety is a natural response to stepping out of a comfort zone, and in the process developing as a person. Turning to anger, we see that this can be a moral emotion, a sign that we have been mistreated. However, we need to harness it carefully; otherwise, it can degenerate into corrosive feelings, such as hate. Consequently, the chapter considers how to use anger skilfully, as if meticulously prosecuting a crime – from diligently gathering evidence that allows us to present the case eloquently, to using wisdom and compassion as we endeavour to secure justice. In the next chapter, we learn that guilt takes the moral concern of anger and directs it at ourselves. As such, we explore the reasons why we sometimes pick the wrong path and find ourselves behaving badly. But these paths are not all equally wrong. So, while we may never be entirely guilt free, we can at least strive to develop ‘better’ forms of guilt, guided by more refined motivations.

Next comes envy, which likewise can be a motivating force, impelling us to improve ourselves and our lives. Our central task here is to move away from ‘vicious’ envy – where we simply resent people who have what we want – and towards ‘emulative’ envy, which inspires us to attain these desiderata for ourselves. Moreover, as with guilt, some needs are more elevated than others. As such, we can use this understanding to rise upwards and aim for higher goals. Moving on to boredom, the chapter undertakes a surprising reappraisal of this seemingly listless state. If we engage with boredom in the right spirit, it can be a gateway to mystery and intrigue – from facilitating creative impulses, to generating existential insights. The penultimate chapter then aims to make peace with loneliness by transforming it into the more contented state of solitude. This is possible when we appreciate that being alone may empower us to develop positive character traits, such as moral courage, and can even lead to elevated spiritual peaks. Finally, we address suffering itself – trauma or adversity that stirs up a dark combination of any or all of the seven emotions described above. With this, we encounter the redemptive possibility that we are tested through our trials and eventually remade in ways that we may come to appreciate.

Before we set off on the journey, just a brief word about the nature of the book. To illustrate the notion that each emotion contributes to wellbeing in numerous ways, I metaphorically imagine our inner world as being peopled by a host of figures. Each symbolises a particular aspect of a given emotion, and together they comprise its overarching essence. For instance, in Chapter 1, I introduce seven symbolic figures, each of which reflects a particular way in which sadness is an expression of love and care – from the Nurse of Protection, who keeps us from the fray until our wounds have healed, to the Keeper of the Flame, who safeguards our connections with people who have departed from our lives. These symbols should not be taken literally, of course. They do not imply some confused maze of dissociated voices, the ‘multiple personalities’ that are often associated with some forms of mental illness. Rather, they are the multi-coloured threads of the countless experiences, sights and sounds that we encounter on our journey through life and which, woven together, create our character. Our spirit speaks in different tones at certain times – tones that speak boldly of love, whisper longingly of hope, cry mournfully of loss. I have personified these tones by giving each a poetic label. These labels help us bring the valuable qualities of each emotion to life, and allow us to appreciate the subtle nuances that comprise its overarching value.

Within the framework provided by these symbolic figures, our travels will be illuminated by the personal stories of people who have sought and/or discovered some value in their darker emotions. I shall also draw on my own experiences, as I have known these feelings too, so I want to offer my own testimony in a spirit of solidarity and companionship. In addition, our path will be guided by consideration of cutting-edge scientific literature, which helps affirm the insights found in the narratives.

Together, I hope that these elements will combine to create an illuminating path through the darkness, and reveal that even the blackest of nights may usher in the hopeful light of dawn.
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