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Chapter 8: Altruism and Happiness 

— Matthieu Ricard  

 
―Every person I have known who has been truly happy, has learned 
how to serve others.‖   

~ Albert Schweitzer 

 

This paper will first explain the close connection between altruism and 

happiness and then consider the scientific evidence pointing out the 

interdependence of these two important aspects of human society. 

Why happiness cannot be separated from altruism 
Modern life confronts us with a number of unique challenges, each with its own 

temporality and priority. We can view them as three different categories based 

on preoccupations and time scales: the economy in the short-term, life 

satisfaction in the mid-term, and the environment in the long-term. 

 

Stock markets soar and crash overnight; the economy and financial world are 

evolving at an ever-faster pace. Life satisfaction is measured by a life project, a 

career, a family, or a generation. The evolution of the environment is measured 

by a century, millennium, or era, even though ecological upheavals are 

accelerating the rhythm of these changes. We are now in the era called 

―anthropocene‖, the first era where humans have a global impact on the earth‘s 

ecosystem. 

 

How can we work with these three time scales simultaneously? How do we 

reconcile them? We know how difficult it is to change our habits. Investors are 

not prepared to put their money in treasury bonds that will only mature in 100 

years. Those who are well off don‘t feel like sacrificing their lifestyle for the 
benefit of others, much less for the sake of future generations. Those who live in 

need naturally aspire to more prosperity and economic growth in order to better 

their own situation and catch up with the richest nations. Those who profit the 

most from exploiting natural resources do not want to minimize their earnings. 

Individualism keeps us from adopting a global vision of these problems, from 

drawing the necessary conclusions, and from implementing the corresponding 

measures. 

 

There is, however, a vital thread that links these three time scales and 

harmonizes their priorities - Altruism. Altruism is not just a noble, somewhat 
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naive ideal or a luxury only the affluent can afford. Now, more than ever, 

altruism is a necessity for the wellbeing of all. 

 

If we were more altruistic, if we were more considerate of others, we would not 

indulge in wild speculations with the savings of investors who placed their trust 

in us.  

 

If we were more considerate of the quality of life of those around us, we would 

make sure that working conditions, family life, and many other aspects of 

society were improved. 

 

Finally, if we were more considerate of future generations, we would not 

blindly sacrifice the environment they are inheriting from us in favor of our 

short-lived wants and needs. 

 

Altruism is a factor that will determine the quality of the current and future 

existence of all. It must not be regarded only as a utopian thought created by a 

few individuals with big hearts. We must have the insight to recognize its 

essential role and have the audacity to say so. 

 

Economists have based their theories on the assumption that human beings 

exclusively follow their own personal interests. Although this hypothesis is 

mistaken, it is the foundation of the current economic systems. They are based 

on the principle of free exchange of goods and services as posited by Adam 

Smith. They neglect to take into account the need for each individual to care for 

the wellbeing of others. This omission created a society that cannot function 

harmoniously. Adam Smith himself wrote about this need in his The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments, a work that is often overlooked by economists: ―To restrain 

our selfish, and to indulge our benevolent affections, constitutes the perfection 

of human nature; and can alone produce among mankind that harmony of 

sentiments and passions in which consists their whole grace and propriety‖ 
(Smith 1759). Modern economists are now increasingly calling for 

acknowledging the role altruistic propensities in every aspects of human life, 

including economy. For example, Dennis Snower the founder of the GES 

(Global Economic Symposium) has stressed that along the ―voice of reason,‖ 
economists, politician, and individuals alike must now also speak with the 

―voice of care‖ (Snower 2012). 

 

Evolutionists also remind us that we should not forget the emphasis placed by 

Darwin on the vital importance of cooperation in the world of living beings. 

Martin Nowak, among others, reminds us: ―Cooperation is the architect of 
creativity throughout evolution, from cells to multicellular creatures to anthills 

to villages to cities. Without cooperation there can be neither construction nor 
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complexity in evolution. Cooperation—not competition—underpins 

innovation.‖ (Nowak 2011) 

Exploring altruism 
Altruism can be defined as, ―The wish and determination to attain the well-
being of others.‖ As far as possible, this state of mind will lead to behavior that 
strives to realize this objective. Altruism can be considered to be authentic only 

if achieving somebody else‘s wellbeing is the primary motivation and the 

ultimate aim of a particular behavior. 

  

―Goodness is not a doctrine or a principle. It is a way of living,‖ wrote historian 

Phillip Hallie (Hallie 1978). Altruism can be a momentary state of mind, or grow 

into a lasting way of being. In its essence, altruism is a benevolent state of mind 

that is fueled by the feeling of concern for the fate of all those around us and 

wishing them well strengthened by our determination to act accordingly. 

 

The link with happiness is obvious. In Buddhism altruistic love is defined as ―the 
wish that all beings find happiness and the causes of happiness.‖ These 
altruistic wishes must be accompanied by a determination to do everything in 

our power to make them come true. This determination will drive the activity, 

but it must be enlightened and empowered by discernment and wisdom. 

 
Compassion is the form altruistic love takes when it is confronted with suffering. 

Buddhism defines compassion as ―the wish that all beings be freed from 
suffering and its causes.‖ 

 
Empathy is the capacity to enter into resonance with the other person, to resonate 

with his feelings and become aware of his situation. The word empathy is a 

translation of the German word Einfühlung, which means, ‗to feel in‘. 
Psychologist Edward Tichtener used the term for the first time in English at the 

beginning of the 20th century. Empathy happens spontaneously when we 

witness other people‘s situations and their emotions as manifested by their 

facial expressions, looks, the sound of their voices, and their behavior. Empathy 

conveys to us the nature and the intensity of their suffering. We may consider it 

as the catalyst that transforms altruistic love into compassion. There are 

different modalities of empathy, some are emotional, others cognitive.  

 

Psychologist Daniel Batson, one of the most eminent contemporary specialists in 

altruism, distinguishes up to eight kinds of empathy (Batson, C.D. 2009). In 

order to be altruistically concerned by another person‘s situation, we have to 
begin by adopting their point of view. Philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

wrote, ―The rich person has only a little compassion for the poor because he 
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cannot imagine himself to be poor.‖ The next step is to value others since it is not 

enough to merely imagine oneself in someone else‘s place or feel what they feel. 
Sympathetic joy consists of celebrating and rejoicing from the bottom of one‘s 
heart in the achievements and virtues of someone else, or in people who shower 

humanity with good deeds and whose beneficial projects have been successful.  

 
Impartiality is another essential component of altruism. The wish that all beings 

be delivered from suffering must not depend on our personal biases or on the 

way others treat us. Impartiality is exemplified by the mindset of a 

compassionate physician who rejoices when others are in good health and who 

is concerned with the healing of all sick people, whomever they may be, 

without being influenced by moral judgments and personal preferences. 

 

Biological altruism is inherited from evolution. It is based on parental care and 

is inherent to our nature and needs no instruction. But it is limited and partial 

since it depends on our ties of kinship or on the way others behaved towards us. 

It is extended to strangers with difficulty, and even more so to enemies. 

Conversely, extended altruism that is directed to all beings is free from such 

bias. However, for most of us, this is not instinctive and requires some 

instruction and training. Though it is based on biological altruism, it transcends 

its limits. 

Momentary states of mind and durable dispositions  
Psychologist Daniel Batson defines altruism as: ―a motivational state with the 
ultimate goal of increasing another‘s welfare. Altruism can be juxtaposed to 
egoism, which is a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing one‘s 
own welfare.‖ (Batson 2011) For Batson, altruism is not so much a way of being 

as a motivational force oriented towards a goal that disappears once the goal 

has been achieved. He prefers to speak of altruism rather than of altruists 

because the same person may have an altruistic motivation at one moment and 

an egotistic motivation at another moment or with regard to another person.  

 

It seems appropriate, however, to speak also of altruistic or egotistic dispositions, 

depending on the mindsets habitually prevalent in a person in varying degrees 

between genuine altruism and blind egoism. 

 

Such an inner disposition seems to go together with a particular world vision. 

According to Kristen Monroe of Irvin University, ―Altruists simply have a 
different way of seeing things. Where the rest of us see a stranger, altruists see a 

fellow human being. While many disparate factors may contribute to the 

existence and development of what I will identify as an altruistic perspective, it 

is the perspective itself that constitutes the heart of altruism.‖ (Monroe 2009)  
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Fundamentally, to the extent that altruism permeates our mind, it will express 

itself as soon as it is faced with another‘s need, be it a need for help, care, or 
affection. As stated by philosopher Charles Taylor, ―Much contemporary moral 
philosophy … has focused on what is right to do rather than on what is good to 

be.‖ (Taylor 1989) This way of seeing things puts altruism in a more vast 

perspective and allows the possibility of cultivating it as a way of being. 

Altruism and happiness: A win-win or a lose-lose situation 
According to Buddhism, there is a direct relationship between altruism and 

happiness. Joy and satisfaction are closely tied to love and affection. Misery, on 

the contrary, goes hand in hand with selfishness and hostility. Altruistic love 

and compassion are attuned to reality insofar as they recognize and appreciate 

the interdependent nature of all beings. This naturally brings more empathic 

concern for others (Batson 2011)
 
through the recognition that we are all the same 

in wanting to avoid suffering (Dalai Lama 1999). As they are attuned to reality, 

altruistic love and compassion are ―functional‖. Someone who sees phenomena 
as interdependent cultivates compassion and then acts accordingly, will feel a 

sense of harmony. This is a win-win situation. 

  

The research in neuroscience and psychology also indicates that loving-

kindness and compassion are among the most positive of all positive emotions 

or mental states. As Barbara Fredrickson, a pioneer from the University of 

Maryland in the field of positive psychology, writes about altruistic love, which 

she defines as ―positive resonance‖:  
 

I want to emphasize, though, that love isn‘t simply one of the many 

positive emotions that sweep through you from time to time. It‘s 

bigger than joy, amusement, gratitude, or hope. It has special status. 

I call it our supreme emotion. First, that‘s because any of the other 

positive emotions – joy, amusement, gratitude, hope, and so on – 

can be transformed into an instance of love when felt in close 

connection with another. Yet casting love as shared positive 

emotion doesn‘t go nearly far enough. 

 

Second, whereas all positive emotions provide benefits – each, after 

all, broadens your mindset and builds your resourcefulness – the 

benefits of love run far deeper, perhaps exponentially so. Love is 

our supreme emotion that makes us come most fully alive and feel 

most fully human. It is perhaps the most essential emotional 

experience for thriving and health.
 
(Fredrickson 2013) 

 

At the opposite end, a selfish individual who has little regard for another‘s 
welfare and is primarily, or even exclusively, concerned with the pursuit of his 
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personal interest as an ultimate goal will consider others as a tools to achieving 

his own wellbeing. The problem is that such a person will usually fail to achieve 

both his own happiness and that of others. 

 

Psychologist Michael Dambrun and myself (Dambrun and Ricard 2011) have 

argued that lasting happiness is associated with selflessness rather than self-

centeredness. The scientific literature reviewed by these two authors indicates 

that highly self-centered people are more focused on enjoying hedonic pleasure 

than on cultivating eudemonic happiness and that, consequently, only a 

fluctuating well-being will result. Conversely, people who reduce their self-

centered tendencies seem to enjoy the quality of a life filled with inner peace, 

fulfillment, and serenity, as opposed to a life filled with inner conflicts and 

afflictions. 

 

There are two reasons for this. First, on an emotional level, selfishness is not a 

pleasant state of mind. By attempting to build happiness within the bubble of 

self-centeredness while considering that the happiness of others is not our job, 

we usually makes ourselves miserable while making everyone around us 

miserable as well. Being constantly centered on yourself leads to endless 

ruminations and hopes and fears that are detrimental to well-being. As the 

French writer Romain Rolland said, ―If the only goal of your life is selfish 
happiness, your life will soon be without any goal.‖ (Rolland 1952) It is a lose-

lose situation. 

 

Second, such an attempt - ―I will built up my happiness on my side; take care of 

yours: it‘s none of my business‖ - is by nature dysfunctional since it assumes 

that the world is made of separate entities which is not the case. All beings and 

phenomena are by nature interdependent. This was also the view expressed by 

Einstein: ―A human being is part of a whole, called by us the ‗Universe,‘ a part 
limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as 

something separated from the rest - a kind of optical delusion of his 

consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is in the one issue 

of true religion. Not to nourish the delusion but to try to overcome it is the way 

to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind.‖ (Einstein 1950) 

The twofold accomplishment of the happiness of others and of one‟s own 
People often claim that to be truly altruistic an action must imply a ―sacrifice‖ 
for oneself. One should keep in mind however that what seems like a sacrifice 

for someone else, might be experienced as deep fulfillment for the person who 

accomplishes the action. Someone, for instance, who forsakes a promising career 

to devote himself to a humanitarian cause, might be seen as doing a ―sacrifice‖ 
by friends and relatives who value a high-flung career above everything else. 

But for the person who is devoting himself to efficiently removing suffering, his 
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activities are much more meaningful and fulfilling than the career he was 

promised to. Such activities actually bring about the two-fold accomplishment 

of others‘ happiness and one‘s own happiness. It is a win-win situation. An 

altruistic act is not less altruistic because it also brought happiness as a ―bonus‖ 
to the person who performed that deed. As long as the initial motivation and 

ultimate goal were to benefit others, it can be deemed to be an altruistic action. 

 

Conversely, selfishness cannot be considered to be an efficient way to love 

oneself since it is one of the main causes of misery. This is a fundamental point 

according to Buddhist psychology, which is also expressed by psychologist 

Erich Fromm: ―The love of my own self is inseparably connected with the love 
of any other self. Selfishness and self-love, far from being identical, are actually 

opposites. The selfish person does not love himself too much but too little; in 

fact he hates himself.‖ (Fromm 1947)  

 

Generosity, the natural outcome of altruism, has also been found to accomplish 

the twofold benefit of others and oneself. Social psychologist Elizabeth Dunn of 

the University of British Columbia (UBC) in Vancouver, Canada, found that 

people who reported spending money on others were happier that those who 

spend all their resources on themselves. (Dunn, 2008 and 2011, Aknin, 2009). 

The science of altruism and happiness 
Many studies have highlighted the link that exists between altruism and well-

being (Myers 2000; Diener & Seligman 2002). Research done by Martin Seligman 

in particular indicates that the joy of undertaking an act of disinterested 

kindness provides profound satisfaction (Seligman 2002). In this study, some 

students were given a sum of money and asked to go out and have fun for a few 

days, while others were told to use this money to help people in need (elderly, 

sick patients, etc.) All were asked to write a report for the next class. The study 

has shown that the satisfactions triggered by a pleasant activity, such as going 

out with friends, seeing a movie, or enjoying a banana split, were largely 

eclipsed by those derived from performing an act of kindness. When the act was 

spontaneous and drew on humane qualities, the entire day was improved; the 

subjects noticed that they were better listeners that day, more friendly, and 

more appreciated by others. 

 

From a social perspective, altruism is obviously beneficial for others, but there 

are also benefits for the person expressing them. Several works support the idea 

that pro-social behavior affects health in a positive way. Various studies 

(Caprara 2005; Dovidio 2001; Post 2005) have found that generosity toward 

others is associated with higher levels of well-being. According to McCullough 

(2002) and Watkins (2003), grateful thinking improves positive affects and well-

being. Participating in volunteer activities, membership in non-profit 
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organizations, and the ability to use one‘s skills to help others goes hand in 

hand with a high level of wellbeing.  

 

Psychologist Allen Luks assessed the subjective wellbeing of thousands of 

Americans who regularly participated in volunteer activities. He found that 

they were generally in better health than others of the same age, they showed 

more enthusiasm and energy, and they were less prone to depression than the 

average population (Luks A. & Payne 1991and Post 2011) Adolescents who 

spend part of their time to volunteering are less likely to be involved with 

substance abuse, teenage pregnancy, and school dropout (Johnston Nicholson 

2004). People who are going through periods of depression after tragic events 

such as loss of a spouse recover faster if they spend time helping others (Brown 

2008). 

 

Having reviewed six investigations that have taken into account more carefully 

other factors that could influence the results, Doug Oman concluded that 

volunteering not only enhances the quality of life of older people, but also its 

duration (Oman 2007). 

Training altruistic happiness 
The collaborative research involving neuroscientists and Buddhist 

contemplatives began in earnest fifteen years ago. These studies led to 

numerous publications that have established the credibility of research on 

meditation and on achieving emotional balance, an area that had not been 

taken seriously until then. In the words of the American neuroscientist 

Richard Davidson, ―the research on meditation demonstrates that the brain is 

capable of being trained and physically modified in ways few people can 

imagine.‖ (Kaufman, 2005). 

 

While meditating on loving-kindness and compassion (Lutz 2004), most 

experienced meditators showed a dramatic increase in the high-frequency brain 

activity called gamma waves in areas of the brain related with positive 

emotions and with empathy. 

 

Twenty years ago it was almost universally accepted by neuroscientists that the 

brain contained all its neurons at birth, and that their number did not change 

with experience and time. We now know that new neurons are produced up 

until the moment of death and we speak of neuroplasticity, a term which takes 

into account the fact that the brain changes continuously in relation to our 

experience. For example, a particular training such as learning a musical 

instrument or a sport can bring about a profound change. Mindfulness, 

altruism, compassion, and other basic human qualities that contribute to 
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happiness can be cultivated through meditation in the same way, and we can 

acquire the 'know-how' to enable us to do this. 

 

In Buddhism, ‗to meditate‘ means ‗to get used to‘ or ‗to cultivate‘. Meditation 

consists of getting used to a new way of being, of perceiving the world and 

mastering our thoughts. Meditation is a matter not of theory, but of practice. 

Cultivating loving-kindness and compassion is, according to Buddhism, central 

to happiness (Ricard 2010). 

 

Barbara Fredrickson tested the effects of learning on self-generated positive 

emotions through loving kindness meditation. She tested 140 volunteers with no 

previous experience in meditation and randomly assigned 70 of them to practice 

loving-kindness meditation 30 minutes a day for seven weeks. She compared 

the results with the 70 others subjects who did not follow the training. The 

results were abundantly clear. In her words, ―When people, completely new to 

meditation, learned to quiet their minds and expand their capacity for love and 

kindness, they transformed themselves from the inside out. They experienced 

more love, more engagement, more serenity, more joy, more amusement – more 

of every positive emotion we measured. And though they typically meditated 

alone, their biggest boosts in positive emotions came when interacting with 

others. Their lives spiraled upwards. The kindheartedness they learned to stoke 

during their meditation practice warmed their connections with others.‖ 
(Fredrickson 2008) Later experiments confirmed that it was these connections 

that most affected their bodies, making them healthier (Kok 2010). 

 

At Emory University, Atlanta, a team led by Chuck Raison has shown that 

short-term meditation on loving-kindness reinforces the immune system and 

diminishes the inflammatory response (Pace 2009).   

The contrary forces 
Selfishness, excessive self-centeredness, exacerbated individualism, and 

narcissism are obvious contrary forces to altruism and, consequently, to 

happiness. Individualism has a constructive aspect that has led to the notion 

that every person deserves respect and cannot be used as a mere instrument for 

the interests of other. This concept has led to the recognition of basic human 

rights and is allowing people to make choices about how they want to spend 

their lives without being constrained by authoritarian norms imposed upon 

them. 

 

However, there is another, more harmful aspect of individualism that has 

increased significantly in the last few generations. It is a form of egocentricity 

that aims at distancing oneself from any sense of responsibility towards others 
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and encourages the individual to simply follow his desires and inclinations 

without much consideration for society. Such individualism has led, 

particularly in highly developed countries, to negative effects described by 

psychologist Jean Twenge in The Narcissism Epidemic (Twenge 2011). Twenge‘s 
research has shown that: ―Understanding the narcissism epidemic is important 
because its long-term consequences are destructive to society.‖ According to the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR, 2000) one of 

the characteristics of narcissism is a lack of empathy. 

 

Individualism and a selfish lack of concern for others and for global issues such 

as the environment, is a characteristic that American psychologist Tim Kasser found 

among people who give priority to external values and consumerism. Kasser and his 

colleague at the University of Rochester discovered through studies spanning 

two decades and within a representative sample of the population that individuals 

who focused their lives on wealth, image, social status, and other materialistic values 

promoted by the consumer society are less satisfied with their lives (Kasser 2003 and 

2008).  

 

Consumerist beliefs are not only associated with higher levels of suffering, but 

also with lower levels of happiness. They report fewer pleasant emotions such 

as being happy, pleased, joyous, and content. They are more depressed and 

anxious and prone to headaches and stomach pains. They drink more alcohol and 

smoke more cigarettes.  

 

They prefer competition to cooperation, contribute less to the public interest as they 

are primarily focused on themselves, and they give little attention to 

environmental issues. Their social ties are weakened and they have fewer true 

friends. They show less empathy and compassion towards those who suffer, are 

manipulative, and tend to exploit others according to their interests. Even their 

health is poorer than that of the rest of the population. They are also less 

interested in solutions that require an overview of problems and a spirit of 

cooperation.  

 

Similar results have been reported in North America, Europe, and Asia. To 

summarize, this body of research suggests that a set of beliefs central to 

consumerism seems to promote, rather than to reduce, personal suffering and 

works against healthy, compassionate human interactions. For example, the 

cross-cultural research of Schwartz (1992) reveals that to the extent people value 

goals such as wealth and status, they tend to care less about values such as 

‗protecting the environment,‘ ‗attaining unity with nature,‘ and having ‗a world 
of beauty.‘  
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Conclusion 
In this preliminary essay, we have attempted to show that altruism, and its 

main components, loving-kindness, empathic concern, and compassion, not 

only promote other‘s happiness, but also is an important cause for flourishing 

for those who cultivate these values in their minds and express them in their 

behavior. Altruism, thus, appears to be the most direct way to accomplish both 

the happiness of others and one‘s own. This concept is not only central to 

Buddhist philosophy and practice, but has been corroborated in recent years by 

extensive research in psychology and neurosciences. It, therefore, seems that 

promoting altruism and compassion not only in one‘s personal life, but also 
within education and in society at large is a much needed and direct way to 

address the challenges of the modern world. 
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