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B E F O R E  Y O U  B E G I N

How to read this document
Everything here is written in short, plain sentences. No jargon is used without being
explained on the spot. If you can read a newspaper, you can read this.

This is a study of one sentence. Not a book review. Not a summary of Sapiens. One sentence, pulled
apart until nothing is left hidden inside it.

The sentence is: “We are far more powerful than our ancestors, but we are not much happier.” It is the
closing move of the book — the line that turns four hundred pages of achievement into a question.
Vaccines, literacy, electricity, the end of famine in most of the world: all of it, and the ledger still does
not balance.

It sounds simple. It is not. Buried inside it are about thirteen separate assumptions. Each one has to
hold for  the sentence to  work.  Most  readers  swallow all  thirteen at  once without  noticing.  This
document digs each one out, holds it up to the light, and asks: is this true?

Then it  does  something harder.  It  builds  the  strongest  possible  version of  Harari’s  argument  —
stronger than the version he actually wrote. That is called a  steelman (the opposite of a strawman,
where you attack a weak fake version of someone’s view). Then it takes that strong version and makes
it stronger again. Only after the argument is at its absolute best does it get attacked.

T H E  F O U R  B O X E S  Y O U  W I L L  K E E P  S E E I N G

IN ONE LINE — the point, stripped to a single sentence.

SAY IT SIMPLE — the same idea with an everyday example.

STEELMAN — the best case for the argument.

WHERE IT CRACKS — the honest weaknesses, including ones fans of the book usually skip.

A warning about honesty. This document does not decide for you. By the end you will find that the
sentence contains one genuine and unanswerable challenge, one empirical claim that the data have
since contradicted, and one comparison that cannot be made at all because the measurement did not
exist. All three parts are labelled.

One more thing, and it is the most important thing here. The sentence compares us to our ancestors.
Nobody has ever measured the happiness of an ancestor. The first survey that asked anybody how
happy they were ran in 1946. Everything before that — every century of the story the book has just
told — is outside the data entirely. Harari knows this and says so. The sentence does not. Keep that in
view and the whole argument becomes readable.
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I F  Y O U  R E A D  N O T H I N G  E L S E

Harari asks the right question and answers it with data that do not exist. There is no happi‐
ness measurement before 1946. Within the period we can measure, the flat line he de‐
scribes has largely failed to hold up: reported happiness rose in 45 of 52 countries between
1981 and 2007, richer countries report higher wellbeing than poorer ones, and the money-
and-happiness curve does not flatten where it was said to. What survives — and it is for‐
midable — is not a finding about happiness. It is an indictment of every institution that
decides what gets counted.



P A R T  0 0

The sentence itself, and what it actually says
Before you can judge a claim, you have to know exactly what was claimed. Most fights about
this sentence are fights about a comparison nobody can actually run.

Where the sentence sits

This is the last argument in the book. Chapter 19, “And They Lived Happily Ever After”, comes after
everything — after the foragers, the wheat, the empires, the money, the science, the industry. The
whole structure has been built so that this question can be asked at the end: was any of it worth it?

Harari’s answer is a shrug, and the shrug is deliberate. He does not say we are miserable. He says we
are not much happier, and — more importantly — that historians have almost never asked, so nobody
knows. That second point is the real one, and it is much stronger than the first.

The exact words, taken slowly

T H E  S E N T E N C E

“We are far more powerful than our ancestors, but we are not much happier.”

Four moving parts, and each one is doing work:

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

Imagine claiming that a hospital’s patients are no happier than they were in 1650. You would
need two things: a way of measuring patient happiness, and records from 1650. We have the
first. The second does not exist, and never did.

What Harari actually argues in the chapter

The sentence is the headline. The chapter underneath it makes five separate moves, and they are of
very different quality. Setting them out now saves a great deal of confusion later.

We. Which we? Humanity’s average? The rich world? The median person alive today? The answer
changes the verdict completely, and the sentence does not say.

—

Far more powerful. This half is not in dispute. Life expectancy, child survival, food supply, literacy,
energy per person — all transformed, all measured, all documented.

—

Our ancestors. Which ancestors? Foragers of 30,000 years ago? Medieval peasants? Your
grandparents? Nobody asked any of them, ever.

—

Not much happier. How much is “much”? The sentence never says, which means no result could
contradict it.

—

T H E  S E N T E N C E  I T S E L F,  A N D  W H AT  I T  A C T U A L LY  S AY S T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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T H E  M O V E W H AT  I T  S AY S S TAT U S

The neglect charge Historians have written about
power, wealth and empires and
almost never about whether
people felt better.

Correct, important, and the best thing in the
chapter.

The expectations argu‐
ment

Happiness depends on the gap
between what you have and what
you expect, and expectations rise
with conditions.

Real effect, well evidenced, but much smal‐
ler than “cancels everything”.

The biochemical argu‐
ment

Happiness is a chemical state
with a personal set point that
events barely move.

The 2011 popular consensus. It has aged
badly.

The community argu‐
ment

Modernity gained wealth and lost
family and community, and that
trade may have been bad.

Plausible, partly supported, and the part
most worth taking seriously.

The Buddhist argument Chasing pleasant feelings is itself
the source of suffering, so the
ledger is the wrong instrument.

A philosophical position, offered as one, and
honestly flagged.

Notice what happens when these are separated. The neglect charge does not need the biochemistry.
The Buddhist argument actually contradicts the biochemistry — one says happiness is a chemical you
cannot change, the other says happiness is a relationship to your own mind that you can train. Harari
presents both. He does not reconcile them.

Three different claims are wearing one coat

An empirical claim. Measured wellbeing has not risen much. This is checkable, has been checked,
and the results are in Part 07.

A methodological claim. Nobody has been keeping this ledger, so the entire story of progress has
been told using a scoreboard that omits the thing it claims to be for. This is correct and devastat‐
ing.

A philosophical claim. Happiness is the right yardstick for judging history. This is asserted, not
argued, and it is the shakiest of the three.

I N  O N E  L I N E

Harari’s sentence is a superb question, an unmeasurable comparison, and a contested value
judgement, held together by the word “but”.

What is not being claimed

He is not saying the past was better. Harari is explicit that pre-modern life was short, violent and
disease-ridden, and Chapter 19 does not romanticise it. Anyone answering with infant mortality stat‐

1. 

2. 

3. 

T H E  S E N T E N C E  I T S E L F,  A N D  W H AT  I T  A C T U A L LY  S AY S T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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istics has not touched the argument — though, as Part 05 shows, those statistics matter enormously
for a reason the sentence obscures.

He is not claiming to have proved it. The chapter’s honest core is agnostic: we do not know, and we
should be embarrassed that we do not. The confident version — progress bought nothing — is what
readers carry away, and it is stronger than anything Harari actually defends.

1946
the first year in which anybody was sur-

veyed about their own happiness

45 / 52
countries where reported happiness rose,

1981–2007

22
lottery winners in the study that founded

the whole idea

·  ·  ·

T H E  S E N T E N C E  I T S E L F,  A N D  W H AT  I T  A C T U A L LY  S AY S T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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P A R T  0 1

The thirteen axioms hidden inside the claim
An axiom is a thing you have to assume before your argument can even start. It is the floor
you stand on. Harari’s one sentence stands on thirteen floors. Several of them were solid in
2011 and are not solid now.

Axiom 1  Happiness is one thing

I N  O N E  L I N E

There is a single quantity called happiness that a person has more or less of.

Researchers now routinely separate at least three quantities, and they do not move together.

The gap is not academic. Raising children reliably lowers experienced mood and reliably raises mean‐
ing. So does caring for a dying parent. So does most work worth doing. A sentence with one word for
all three cannot say anything about a civilisation.

Why he needs it: a single quantity is what makes the comparison possible at all. Three quantities and
the sentence has to be three sentences with three answers.

What would break it: it is already broken in the literature. Harari’s own chapter half-concedes it by
distinguishing pleasant feelings from meaning — and then goes back to using one word.

Axiom 2  Happiness can be measured at all

I N  O N E  L I N E

An inner state can be turned into a number that means something.

This  one is  in  better  shape than sceptics  assume.  Self-reported wellbeing correlates  with things
nobody chooses: how often you smile, what your friends say about you, brain activity, cortisol, and
how likely you are to still be alive in ten years. It predicts. A number that predicts is measuring some‐
thing.

Evaluative wellbeing — how you rate your life when you stop and think about it. Measured by
asking people to place their life on a ladder from 0 to 10.

—

Experienced wellbeing — how you actually feel, moment to moment, sampled during the day.
Often quite different from the rating.

—

Eudaimonic wellbeing — whether your life feels worthwhile. Meaning, not mood.—

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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S T E E L M A N

Harari is entitled to this axiom. The standard objection — “you can’t put a number on feelings”
— has been answered for thirty years. The measurements are noisy, culturally loaded and
crude, and they are still real measurements, in the same way that a thermometer under the
tongue is a real measurement of something a body is doing.

What would break it: very little. This is the strongest floor in the sentence.

Axiom 3  Asking people is the way to measure it

I N  O N E  L I N E

What a person says about their happiness is good evidence for their happiness.

Mostly, with a known set of distortions. People rate their whole life by how the last few minutes went.
A questionnaire filled in on a sunny day scores higher.  What you were asked immediately before
changes the answer. The wording of the scale changes the answer.

None of this is fatal — the errors are largely noise and wash out in large samples. But it matters for a
claim about centuries, because the distortions are not constant across cultures or eras, and there is
no way to correct for a bias you cannot observe.

What would break it: nothing on the timescale of a survey. Quite a lot on the timescale of a civilisa‐
tion.

Axiom 4  A 7 means the same thing in Denmark and Nigeria

I N  O N E  L I N E

Numbers reported by different people in different languages can be added up and com‐
pared.

This is  the quiet load-bearer under every international  happiness ranking.  Cultures differ in how
willing people are to claim extremes; some languages have no clean equivalent of “happy”; some have
several with different weights. East Asian respondents tend to avoid the ends of scales; Latin Americ‐
an respondents tend to use them. Those tendencies are stable and large enough to move a country
several places in a league table.

Why he needs it: without it there is no cross-country evidence at all, and the chapter has almost
nothing left to work with.

What would break it: it is a known limitation, not a refutation. Rankings should be read as rough
bands, not as positions. Almost nobody reads them that way.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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Axiom 5  There is evidence about how our ancestors felt

I N  O N E  L I N E

We can say something about the happiness of people who lived before us.

This is the axiom that fails hardest, and everything in the sentence depends on it.

The first surveys asking people how happy they were date from 1946. Systematic international data
begins in the 1970s and 1980s. For most of the world, comparable annual data begins in 2005–2006.
Before 1946 there is nothing — not a thin record, not a biased record: no record.

So the sentence compares a measured quantity with an unmeasured one and reports the difference.
In any other field this would end the discussion.

T H E  O N E  H O N E S T  A T T E M P T

In 2019 a team led by Thomas Hills published in Nature Human Behaviour the only serious ef‐
fort to extend the record backwards: sentiment analysis of millions of digitised books and
newspapers in four countries, producing a National Valence Index from about 1820. It is ingeni‐
ous and it is a proxy — it measures the emotional temperature of published language, not of
people. It reaches 1820. The book’s comparison runs to 30,000 BC.

What would break it: nothing can fix it. This is a permanent hole, and Harari says so in the chapter.
The sentence does not.

Axiom 6  The average is the right unit

I N  O N E  L I N E

If the average has not moved, nothing important has happened.

Averages hide distributions, and distributions are where the moral content lives. Two societies can
report identical mean wellbeing while one has a contented majority and a small population in severe
distress, and the other has neither. The 2023 resolution of the money-and-happiness debate turned
on exactly this: income keeps improving wellbeing for most people, while for roughly the least happy
fifteen per cent it stops helping above a threshold. One curve, two populations, opposite conclusions.

What would break it: any case where the mean is flat and the tails have moved. There are many, and
the deaths-of-despair data are the starkest.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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Axiom 7  Power and happiness are the right two things to compare

I N  O N E  L I N E

The gains of history are best summarised as “power”, and the test of those gains is “happi‐
ness”.

“Power” is a strange summary of what changed. The largest measurable differences between then and
now are not power at all: a child born today is roughly ten times less likely to die before the age of
five than one born in 1800, and far more than that in the richest countries; most people alive have
never  seen  a  famine;  most  can  read.  Those  are  not  increases  in  power.  They  are  decreases  in
suffering, and the sentence has no column for them.

What would break it: the asymmetry in Axiom 12, which is the deepest problem in the whole sen‐
tence.

Axiom 8  Happiness is the correct yardstick for judging history

I N  O N E  L I N E

The question “was it worth it?” means “did it make people feel better?”

This is a substantial ethical commitment — roughly, a form of utilitarianism — and it is not argued for.
Rival  answers are available  and serious:  history might  be judged by freedom, by capability  (what
people are actually able to do and be), by justice, by knowledge, by the sheer number of lives that got
to happen at all.

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

A person freed from prison who reports the same mood as before has still been freed. If your
instrument records no change there, the problem is the instrument, not the freedom.

What would break it: nothing decisively — it is a values question. But it should be stated as one, and
in the sentence it is invisible.

Axiom 9  Each person has a biological happiness set point

I N  O N E  L I N E

Your happiness is a chemical thermostat, set at birth, that events cannot move for long.

This was the received view when Sapiens was written, and it came from a real finding: twin studies in
the 1990s put the heritable share of wellbeing around 44 to 52 per cent, with the stable component
higher still. One of those papers contained the line that everything else has been quoting ever since
— that trying to be happier might be as futile as trying to be taller.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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Two things have happened since.  The heritability estimates held up,  roughly,  at  somewhat lower
values. The immovability claim did not. Half the variance being genetic leaves the other half some‐
where, and that other half is where every life event lives.

What would break it: long-running panel studies in which the same people are followed for decades.
They exist, and they are in Axiom 10.

Axiom 10  Adaptation always returns you to the set point

I N  O N E  L I N E

Whatever happens to you, good or bad, you drift back to where you were.

This is the hedonic treadmill, and it is the engine of the whole sentence: if adaptation is complete,
then no improvement in conditions can ever register, and the flat line is guaranteed in advance.

It is not complete. Large national panel studies following the same people for many years — in Ger‐
many, Britain and Switzerland — find that adaptation is real, quick and near-total for some events,
and  clearly  incomplete  for  others.  Unemployment,  disability,  chronic  pain  and  widowhood  are
associated with lasting shifts. People do not fully return.

W H E R E  I T  C R A C K S

This is the single most consequential correction to the chapter, and it cuts both ways. If bad
conditions leave permanent marks, then removing bad conditions produces permanent gains —
which means the vast historical reduction in disability, hunger, chronic pain and premature be‐
reavement should register on the ledger. The treadmill was the reason to expect nothing. The
treadmill has slipped.

What would break it: it is already qualified. Adaptation is a real phenomenon with limits, not a law.

Axiom 11  Expectations rise exactly enough to cancel the gains

I N  O N E  L I N E

Getting more makes you want more, in the same proportion, forever.

The first half is well supported: people judge their situation against what they expected and against
what those around them have. The second half — that the cancellation is complete — is the part that
would need to be true for the sentence to work, and it is not what the data show. Richer countries do
report higher wellbeing than poorer ones, consistently, and the relationship does not run out at the
top.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

Expectations are a tax on improvement, not a confiscation. The gain is smaller than you hoped.
It is not zero, and treating the tax as a hundred per cent is what produces the flat line.

What would break it: a clear income–wellbeing gradient across countries. It exists.

Axiom 12  Suffering avoided and pleasure gained belong in the same column

I N  O N E  L I N E

A child who does not die of measles and a person who buys a better phone are both entries
in one ledger, to be added up.

This is the deepest problem in the sentence, and almost nobody raises it.

Most  of  what  changed since 1800 is  not  the addition of  pleasures.  It  is  the subtraction of  cata‐
strophes:  the child who lives,  the tooth extracted with anaesthetic,  the mother who survives the
birth, the crop failure that does not become a famine. A ledger that asks “are you happier?” is asking
about a level. Catastrophe-avoidance does not show up as a level. It shows up as an absence — of the
event that would have destroyed the level.

W H E R E  I T  C R A C K S

Ask a hundred parents in 1800 and a hundred today how happy they are and you may well get
similar numbers. More than a third of the first hundred have buried a child. The instrument
does not see that, because the people it destroyed are not in the sample and the ones who sur‐
vived have adapted. A measure that cannot detect the largest change in human experience is
not a measure of that change.

What would break it: nothing rescues it.  This is where the sentence is not merely unproven but
structurally unable to answer its own question.

Axiom 13  The claim is one that evidence could contradict

I N  O N E  L I N E

“Not much happier” is a statement that could turn out to be false.

How much is “much”? If reported wellbeing rose by half a point on a ten-point scale across a century,
is that much? The sentence does not say, and so no result can be inconsistent with it. This is the
difference between a hypothesis and a mood.

What would break it: a stated threshold. Harari never gives one, and neither do most people who
quote him.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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·  ·  ·

W H E R E  W E  A R E  S O  F A R

Of the thirteen, two are solid (2, and the first half of 11). Two are workable with care (3, 4). Three
have been contradicted or heavily qualified by evidence published after the book (9, 10, and the
second half of 11). Three are values or definitions presented as findings (1, 7, 8). One is unfalsifi‐
able as written (13). One is a hole that cannot be filled (5). And one — the twelfth — describes a
question the instrument cannot answer.

That is a heavy scorecard. And yet the chapter is the most important in the book, for a reason
the next three parts set out: the part of it that survives is not a claim about happiness at all.

T H E  T H I R T E E N  A X I O M S  H I D D E N  I N S I D E  T H E  C L A I M T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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P A R T  0 2

Why Harari said it — motive, lineage, and the
long game
Nobody writes a sentence like that by accident. It is aimed at something. Understanding
what it is aimed at explains most of its shape — including its exaggerations.

The idea has a paper trail

Unlike the sentence about imagined orders, this one sits on a specific and recent research literature,
and the chapter is a fair summary of what that literature looked like around 2011. The lineage:

W H O  A N D  W H E N W H AT  T H E Y S A I D W H AT  I T  A D D E D

Jeremy Bentham
1789

The right action is the one
producing the greatest hap‐
piness; in principle it can be
calculated.

The original proposal that society keep this
ledger at all.

Brickman & Campbell
1971

People adapt to improve‐
ments, so gains in conditions
produce no lasting gain in
feeling.

Named the treadmill. The engine of Harari’s
chapter.

Richard Easterlin
1974

Richer people within a coun‐
try are happier, but as a
whole country gets richer its
average happiness does not
rise.

The paradox the chapter rests on.

Brickman, Coates &
Janoff-Bulman
1978

Lottery winners were not
happier than neighbours;
people paralysed in accidents
were only modestly less
happy.

The single most quoted study in the field, and
the smallest.

Lykken & Tellegen
1996

Around half the variation in
wellbeing is genetic; the
stable part far more.

The set point. Also the line about trying to be
taller.

Daniel Kahneman
1999 onwards

The self that experiences a
life and the self that remem‐
bers it give different answers.

Broke “happiness” into pieces that behave dif‐
ferently.

Richard Layard
2005

Governments should target
wellbeing directly instead of
income.

Turned the research into a policy movement.

W H Y  H A R A R I  S A I D  I T  —  M O T I V E ,  L I N E A G E ,  A N D  T H E  L O N G  G A M E T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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W H O  A N D  W H E N W H AT  T H E Y S A I D W H AT  I T  A D D E D

Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi
2009

GDP is a bad measure of how
a society is doing; measure
wellbeing too.

Made the neglect charge official.

So Harari is reporting, not inventing — and reporting accurately, as of 2011.  The problem is what
happened next. Between 2008 and 2023 almost every load-bearing element of that summary was
challenged, qualified or overturned, and the sentence has gone on travelling as though nothing oc‐
curred.

T H E  D A T E S  T H A T  M A T T E R

Stevenson and Wolfers published their reassessment of the Easterlin paradox in 2008. Ingle‐
hart and colleagues published rising happiness in 45 of 52 countries in 2008. Both were in print
before Sapiens appeared in Hebrew in 2011, and neither shapes the chapter. This is not
hindsight. It was available.

What the sentence is aimed at

Target one: the progress story. The book has spent four hundred pages accumulating achievement.
The chapter exists to refuse the conclusion the reader is about to draw. That is a legitimate structural
move and it is executed superbly.

Target two: the historical profession. This is the sharpest and least noticed target. Harari’s complaint
is that his own discipline has written millions of pages about kings, crops, wars and trade routes and
almost nothing about whether any of it made anyone feel better — and that this is not an oversight
but a symptom. Historians study what left records, and feelings left none.

Target three: the reader. The chapter turns outward at the end. The question stops being about the
Sumerians and becomes about you: you are richer than your grandparents, and are you better off?
Very few readers answer that with a confident yes, and the chapter banks on it.

S T E E L M A N  O F  T H E  M O T I V E

There is nothing cheap here. A historian noticing that his profession has never measured the
one variable everything was supposedly for is doing his job. The neglect charge would survive
even if every empirical claim in the chapter were wrong — and, as Part 05 shows, several are.

The Buddhist strand, stated openly

Harari has practised Vipassana meditation since 2000, in the tradition of S. N. Goenka, sits for two
hours a day, and takes a long silent retreat most years. He says so in the book’s acknowledgements
and in interviews. He is not hiding it, and this study does not treat it as a hidden agenda.

W H Y  H A R A R I  S A I D  I T  —  M O T I V E ,  L I N E A G E ,  A N D  T H E  L O N G  G A M E T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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It matters analytically for one reason. The Buddhist argument in the chapter — that chasing pleasant
feelings is itself the mechanism of suffering — is not a supplement to the scientific case. It is a rival to
it. The biochemical argument says the ledger cannot be improved because your chemistry is fixed.
The Buddhist  argument says the ledger is  the wrong instrument and a person can learn to stop
keeping it. Both cannot be the reason the sentence is true.

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

One argument says the thermostat is welded. The other says stop staring at the thermostat. If
the first is right, the second is impossible. The chapter offers both without noticing.

The long game

The set point is not a detail; it is the hinge to the next book. If happiness is a biochemical state with a
fixed range, then the obvious twenty-first-century project is to re-engineer the chemistry — and that
is precisely what Homo Deus (2015) proposes as one of humanity’s next great undertakings. Chapter 19
of Sapiens is the load-bearing wall for the sequel.

Which makes the weakening of the set-point evidence more consequential than it looks. If wellbeing
responds durably to unemployment, disability, chronic pain and bereavement — as the panel studies
indicate — then the shortest  route to  raising it  is  not  neurochemistry.  It  is  jobs,  medicine,  pain
control and public health. That is a far less exciting conclusion and a much better supported one.

The timing, which is not an accident

Sapiens arrived in the middle of a wave. Bhutan had been talking about Gross National Happiness
since the 1970s and wrote it into its constitution in 2008. France commissioned Stiglitz and Sen in
2008. The United Nations passed a resolution on happiness in 2011. Britain’s statistical office began
asking wellbeing questions in 2011. The first World Happiness Report appeared in 2012.

The book landed exactly as governments started keeping the ledger Harari says nobody keeps — and
the chapter does not mention any of it. That absence is the strongest evidence that the chapter is a
philosophical argument wearing an empirical coat.

I N  O N E  L I N E

Harari did not invent the doubt about progress. He found the phrasing that a hundred mil‐
lion readers would carry — and froze a fast-moving research field at one particular year.
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P A R T  0 3

Steelman, level one: the strongest honest case
Here the argument is built at its best, using the best evidence available, with no cheap shots.
A steelman means: if you are going to disagree, disagree with this version — not with a
weaker one you invented.

The case in one paragraph

People judge their lives against a reference point, and the reference point moves. It moves with what
you have recently had, with what you expected, and with what the people around you have. Because
it moves, improvements in conditions are converted into new baselines rather than into lasting satis‐
faction. This is not a theory about weak-willed moderns; it is a well-documented feature of how per‐
ception works in every sensory and evaluative system we have. And it means that a civilisation can
multiply its wealth many times over and arrive at a population reporting roughly what it reported be‐
fore.

The mechanism is not mysterious

Adaptation is not a moral failing. It is what nervous systems do. Step out of a dark room into sunlight
and you are dazzled, then you are not; the light has not changed. Every sense recalibrates to its
recent input, because the useful information is in the change, not the level. There is no obvious reas‐
on evaluation of one’s own life should work differently, and considerable evidence that it does not.

S T E E L M A N

If wellbeing is a change-detector rather than a level-detector, then permanent improvement in
conditions is expected to produce temporary improvement in feeling. Harari is not making a
cynical claim about human nature. He is applying a general principle about perception to the
historical record, and the prediction falls straight out of it.

The comparison problem is real and underrated

The second leg is relative position. A large body of work finds that people’s satisfaction depends not
only on their own income but on the incomes of those around them — colleagues, neighbours, people
like them. A raise that everyone receives is worth much less than the same raise received alone.

This has a brutal implication for the historical question. Growth that lifts everybody cannot deliver
the satisfaction that individual advancement delivers, because the comparison group rises with you. A
society can therefore become far richer and produce very little additional reported wellbeing without
anyone behaving irrationally.
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The community leg — Harari’s best empirical card

The strongest and least contested part of the chapter is not about money at all. Across the wellbeing
literature,  the most robust correlates of  a good life are not income: they are close relationships,
marriage or  an equivalent  bond,  community connection,  health,  and having work.  Modernity has
delivered enormously on income and health, and has plausibly eroded the first three.

The recent data are not comfortable. In the United States, roughly one adult in four now reports
having eaten every meal of the previous day alone — an increase of over half since 2003. Americans
under thirty  rank around 62nd in the world for  life  satisfaction while  Americans over sixty  rank
around 10th, in the same country, in the same year. The United States fell out of the top twenty of the
world rankings for the first time in 2024 and slipped further in 2025.

S T E E L M A N

This is the version of Harari’s argument that no critic has answered. The richest society in
human history is producing a cohort of young adults with wellbeing scores comparable to far
poorer countries, and it is doing so while its wealth continues to rise. Whatever else is true, the
mapping from material improvement to human flourishing is broken somewhere, and it is
broken in the place the chapter said it would be: not health, not money — the connections.

And the hardest evidence of all is not a survey

Between 1999 and the late 2010s, mortality among middle-aged Americans without a college degree
rose — from suicide, drug overdose and alcohol-related liver disease. Anne Case and Angus Deaton
named these deaths of despair. In 1999, death rates for white non-Hispanic Americans aged 50–54
with only a high-school education were about 30 per cent  below those of Black Americans in the
same age group; by 2015 they were about 30 per cent above.

This is not a mood questionnaire that might be culturally biased. These are death certificates, in the
richest large country on earth, moving the wrong way for two decades while GDP per person rose.

L E V E L  O N E ,  S U M M A R I S E D

A reference point that moves, a comparison group that rises with you, a set of social goods
that modernity has not delivered, and a body count that runs the wrong way inside the
richest society in history. That is a serious case, and none of it depends on romanticising
the past.
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P A R T  0 4

Steelman, level two: the argument that
survives every attack
Now the hard part. We hand every good objection to Harari’s side and let them rebuild.
What comes out is a stronger argument than the one in the book — and a more disturbing
one, because it no longer depends on whether anybody is happier.

Everything is conceded

Give the critics all of it. Concede that reported happiness rose in 45 of 52 countries between 1981 and
2007. Concede that richer countries score higher than poorer ones, reliably, with no ceiling in sight.
Concede that the money–wellbeing curve keeps climbing for most people well past any supposed
threshold. Concede that adaptation is incomplete, that the set point moves, that the founding lottery
study had twenty-two people in it, and that there is no data at all before 1946.

Concede, in short, that the empirical claim in the sentence is probably false.

Now watch what is left, because the surviving argument is the one worth being frightened of.

S T E E L M A N ,  L E V E L  T W O  —  T H E  U N K E P T  L E D G E R

The interesting claim was never that we are no happier. It is this: every institution that built
the modern world optimises for something it can count, none of them counts this, and if the
results have been good it was an accident.

Not “progress failed”. Something narrower and worse: nobody was ever steering by the variable
the whole project claims to be for — and a system that is not steering can only arrive
somewhere good by luck.

Why this version is stronger

Because it is now indifferent to the answer. If it turns out we are much happier than our ancestors,
the argument is untouched: it was not aimed at, not measured, and not defended, so it can be lost as
easily as it  was gained.  A good outcome that nobody was tracking is  not an achievement.  It  is  a
coincidence with no guarantee of continuing.

It also stops being a claim about happiness and becomes a claim about institutions. Which makes it
checkable. It has three legs.

Leg one: what gets counted gets pursued

Gross domestic product was constructed in the 1930s and 40s as a wartime planning tool. Within
about a decade it had stopped being a measurement and become an objective: governments fell over
it, careers were made on it, and every ministry in the world learned to report in its terms. Nobody
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decided that a nation’s purpose was to raise GDP. It happened because GDP was the number that ex‐
isted.

That is the general mechanism, and it does not require anybody to be cynical. Institutions are steer‐
ing systems, steering systems need a signal, and the signal has to be countable, timely and hard to
fake. Wellbeing is none of those things. So it is not the signal, so nothing steers by it, so any effect on
it is a side effect.

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

A ship with an excellent speedometer and no compass will go very fast. Everyone aboard will be
able to tell you exactly how fast. Nobody will be able to tell you whether it is going anywhere
worth arriving at.

Leg two: the average is a hiding place

Even where wellbeing is now measured, the measurement that gets reported is a mean, and a mean is
precisely the statistic that can rise while a substantial minority collapses. The 2023 resolution of the
money-and-happiness argument found this inside the data: income keeps raising wellbeing for most
people, and for the least happy portion of the population it stops helping above a threshold. Same
dataset, two populations, and the headline number reports neither.

The deaths-of-despair data show the same shape at the extreme. National averages of income, health
and life satisfaction can all  look tolerable while mortality rises for a large group inside the same
country. The instrument is not lying. It is answering a question about the middle.

Leg three: nobody was asked, and nobody could have been

The third leg connects this study to the first in the series. The transition into farming, into cities, into
industry, into the attention economy — none of these was ever put to a vote, and none could have
been, because the costs appear generations after the benefits and the exit closes before the bill ar‐
rives.

So the ledger is unkept not because anybody suppressed it but because there is no moment at which
it could have been consulted. Every large trade humanity has made was made by people who could
not  see  the  terms,  on  behalf  of  descendants  who  were  not  born,  and  evaluated  afterwards  by
historians who measured the harvest and not the mood.

S T E E L M A N

This is the passage that makes the chapter worth its errors. Harari’s complaint is not that his‐
torians reached the wrong verdict. It is that there was never a trial. Four hundred pages of
history in which the central variable is never once measured is not a bias in the historiography.
It is the historiography.
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The prediction this version makes

A  rebuilt  argument  is  worth  having  only  if  it  can  be  checked.  This  one  makes  a  specific,
uncomfortable, testable claim:

Any society that begins seriously measuring wellbeing will discover its wellbeing
and its trajectory pulling apart — and when they conflict, it will choose the
trajectory, and then adjust the measurement. 

That is checkable, and Part 07 checks it against the one state that adopted the ledger as constitution‐
al policy. The result is not encouraging, and it is exactly what the prediction says.

L E V E L  T W O ,  S U M M A R I S E D

Drop “we are not much happier”. Keep this: the thing every civilisation claims to be for has
never been on any civilisation’s dashboard; where it is now measured it is measured as an
average, which is the one form that hides the people who matter most; and no generation
has ever been in a position to consent to the trade it was making. That claim survives every
objection in the next part — including the objections that demolish the sentence itself.
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P A R T  0 5

Where it cracks — the archive, the flat line,
the set point
Now the attack. Some of these are problems with the evidence. Some are holes in the reas‐
oning. And some are things almost never mentioned in popular discussion of this chapter,
because they are inconvenient for the critics as well as the fans.

5.1  The archive begins in 1946

This is the central crack, and it is not a technicality.

The sentence compares us with our ancestors. The oldest data of the kind it needs comes from Gal‐
lup surveys around 1946. International comparison becomes possible in the 1970s and 1980s. Genu‐
inely global, annual, comparable data begins in 2005–2006 with the Gallup World Poll.

So the claim covers, at absolute maximum, eighty years, in a handful of rich countries, out of a story
the book has told across seventy thousand. Everything before 1946 is not sparsely evidenced. It is un‐
evidenced.

W H E R E  I T  C R A C K S

Harari states this limitation clearly inside the chapter — and then writes the sentence anyway,
and the sentence is what travelled. A claim about all of history, resting on a measurement in‐
vented after the Second World War, is not a finding. It is an intuition with a footnote.

5.2  The flat line is not flat

The Easterlin paradox — countries get richer, average happiness does not rise — is the empirical
spine of the chapter. It is genuinely contested, and the contest was already underway when the book
was written.

Inglehart and colleagues, 2008. Using World Values Survey data across 1981–2007, they report
that happiness rose in 45 of the 52 countries with substantial time-series data — and that the
strongest predictor was how much free choice a society permitted.

—

Stevenson and Wolfers, 2008. Using a broader set of countries and datasets, they find a clear
positive relationship between wellbeing and income per person across countries, a similar rela‐
tionship within countries, growth associated with rising wellbeing over time, and no satiation
point above which extra income stops mattering.

—

Japan, the flagship case. Real income per person multiplied several times over between 1958 and
1987 with no visible movement in reported satisfaction. It is the single most cited demonstration
of the paradox — and the underlying Japanese survey changed its question wording and response
categories several times over that period. When the series is repaired, the flat line becomes
considerably less flat.

—
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The paradox is not dead; Easterlin and colleagues have defended it repeatedly, and the disagreement
turns on real technical questions about time horizons and which datasets to trust. But it is a live
dispute between serious economists, not a settled result — and the chapter presents it as settled.

5.3  The founding study had twenty-two people in it

The lottery-winner finding is the most quoted result in the history of happiness research. Here is
what it was.

Brickman,  Coates and Janoff-Bulman,  1978:  22 major lottery winners,  22 controls,  and  29 people
paralysed in accidents. On a six-point scale, winners averaged 4.00, controls 3.82, and accident vic‐
tims 2.96. The winners were not significantly happier than their neighbours. The paralysed group was
clearly less happy — by more than a point — though the study is usually remembered as showing that
they were fine.

W H E R E  I T  C R A C K S

Seventy-three people, no regression adjustment for large demographic differences between
groups, and a known bias nobody controlled for: the typical lottery winner has spent a great
deal on tickets first, which selects for people whose finances were already strained. Modern
work using large German panel data finds that substantial lottery wins do raise life satisfaction
durably. The most famous result in the field would not pass review today.

5.4  The set point moves

Set-point theory said that life events cause temporary deviations and people return to a genetically
anchored baseline. Long-running panel studies — the same individuals surveyed annually for decades
in Germany, Britain and Switzerland — have tested this properly, which the 1978 cross-section could
not.

The result is a split verdict. Adaptation is fast and near-complete for some events, including marriage.
It is clearly incomplete for others: unemployment, onset of disability, chronic illness and widowhood
are associated with lasting changes in the baseline. People do not fully come back.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S  M O R E  T H A N  I T  L O O K S

The treadmill was the reason to predict a flat historical line. If the treadmill does not run in the
domains where history made the largest difference — disability, disease, chronic pain, bereave‐
ment, unemployment — then the mechanism guaranteeing the flat line is gone, and the flat line
has to be established by evidence rather than assumed. It has not been.

5.5  The biochemistry has aged badly

The chapter’s account of happiness as a matter of serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin, with a fixed
personal range, reflects the popular science of its moment. That account has taken a serious knock.
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In 2022 an umbrella review led by Joanna Moncrieff in Molecular Psychiatry examined the main lines
of evidence for the serotonin theory of depression and concluded there was no consistent support
for it.  The review was itself heavily criticised — for summarising rather than reanalysing, and for
selective inclusion — and the argument continues. But the popular version Harari relies on, in which
mood  is  a  straightforward  readout  of  neurotransmitter  levels,  is  no  longer  a  claim  any  careful
researcher would make.

Two honest qualifications. First, the heritability finding is a separate matter and has broadly held:
genes account for a substantial share of the variation in wellbeing. Second, “substantially heritable”
does not mean “immovable” — height is highly heritable and rose by more than ten centimetres in
many countries during the twentieth century because nutrition changed.

5.6  The threshold that was not there

A closely related pillar has also moved. In 2010 Kahneman and Deaton reported that emotional well‐
being improved with income only up to around $75,000 a year. The figure entered general circulation
immediately.

In 2021 Matthew Killingsworth, using real-time experience sampling, found wellbeing continuing to
rise well past that point. Rather than trading papers, the two sides ran an adversarial collaboration
with a neutral third researcher, published in 2023. The resolution: for most people, wellbeing keeps
rising with income well beyond $100,000, and for the happiest group it accelerates. The flattening is
real only for roughly the least happy fifteen per cent, whose wellbeing stops improving above about
$100,000.

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

Money keeps helping most people. It stops helping those whose unhappiness has a cause
money does not touch. Both halves are true, and the popular version of the chapter contains
neither.

5.7  The instrument cannot see the largest change

This is the objection that survives even if every number above went the other way, and it is barely
ever raised.

The dominant change between the pre-modern world and now is not more pleasure. It is fewer cata‐
strophes: children who live, mothers who survive childbirth, teeth extracted under anaesthetic, fam‐
ines that do not arrive, infections that do not kill. In 1800 more than a third of children died before
their fifth birthday, and in some places closer to half; today it is under one in twenty-five globally, and
a small fraction of that in rich countries.

A satisfaction survey measures a level. Catastrophe-avoidance does not appear as a level. It appears
as the absence of the event that would have destroyed the level — and, brutally, as the presence in the
sample of people who would otherwise not be there to answer.
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W H E R E  I T  C R A C K S

If a society halves its child mortality and its average reported happiness does not move, the
honest conclusion is not that the change did not matter. It is that a mean of self-ratings is the
wrong instrument for detecting it. Harari’s ledger has no column for a death that did not
happen, and that is where most of the modern gain sits.

5.8  Two of the chapter’s arguments cancel each other

The biochemical argument says wellbeing is a fixed chemical range, so nothing can improve it. The
Buddhist argument says wellbeing is a trainable relationship to one’s own experience, which is why
chasing feelings fails. The second is a claim that a person can change something fundamental about
their inner life. The first is a claim that they cannot.

Both are offered as reasons the ledger will not balance. They cannot both be the reason. The chapter
never chooses, and the reader is left with the impression of converging evidence where there is in
fact a contradiction.

5.9  The numbers may not be rankable at all

A technical objection with large consequences. Happiness answers are ordinal — “very happy” is more
than “pretty happy”, but nobody knows by how much. Comparing two groups’ averages requires as‐
suming something about the spacing, and in 2019 Timothy Bond and Kevin Lang showed in the Journ‐
al of Political Economy that the conditions for making such comparisons without those assumptions
are extremely strong and generally not met. Applying plausible alternative transformations, they were
able to reverse standard findings in nine prominent areas of happiness research.

This does not mean the data are worthless. It means that “group A is happier than group B” is a much
more  fragile  statement  than  the  league  tables  suggest  —  and  the  sentence  is  precisely  such  a
statement, made across centuries.

5.10  “Historians never asked” is overstated

The neglect charge is the best thing in the chapter, and it needs one correction. There is an estab‐
lished field called the history of emotions, launched by Lucien Febvre in 1941 and built out from the
1980s by Peter and Carol Stearns, William Reddy and Barbara Rosenwein. Historians have asked.

What they concluded is more interesting than the charge. That field largely holds that Harari’s ques‐
tion cannot be answered in Harari’s form — because the emotional categories themselves are not
stable across time. What a medieval European meant by joy, what the word covered, when it was per‐
mitted and what it was contrasted with, does not map cleanly onto a modern ten-point ladder. On
this view the problem is not missing data. It is that the quantity being compared is not the same
quantity in both centuries.

5.11  The hidden side: what the framing licenses

This is the part usually skipped, because it is uncomfortable for admirers and critics alike.
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“Progress did not make anyone happier” is available to anybody. It is as useful to someone arguing
against spending on clean water as to someone arguing against consumerism. If material improve‐
ment is a treadmill, the case for the next improvement weakens — and the people for whom the next
improvement is not a treadmill but a surviving child are exactly the people least likely to be reading
the book.

Harari is not responsible for every use of his words, and his own answer is a good one: the point of
the chapter is not to stop the work but to notice that nobody has been checking the results. That is
right. It is also a much narrower claim than the sentence makes, which is why the rebuilt version in
Part 04 is the one worth carrying.

I N  O N E  L I N E

The crack is not that Harari asked a bad question. He asked the best question in the book.
The crack is that he answered it — with a measurement that starts in 1946, a mechanism
that has since been qualified, a founding study of seventy-three people, and a ledger with
no column for the catastrophe that did not occur.
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P A R T  0 6

What every field of study says about it
One sentence, eighteen departments. Each one has looked at this question with its own tools
and reached its own verdict. Read together, they are more informative than any single field
— and they do not agree.

6.1  Happiness economics

The field that owns the question, and the one most divided. Easterlin’s paradox survives in the long-
run time-series form and is contested almost everywhere else. Stevenson and Wolfers find a clear
income gradient  with no satiation;  Easterlin  and colleagues reply  that  short-run fluctuations are
being mistaken for long-run trends. Verdict: an open dispute, presented in the book as a result.

6.2  Development economics

Angus Deaton — who has argued both that the escape from poverty and early death is the central fact
of modern history and that rich societies are producing rising despair — is the best single witness.
Both halves are his. Verdict: the gains are enormous and the distribution of them is deteriorating.

6.3  Psychology of subjective wellbeing

Self-reports are valid enough to be useful: they predict health, longevity and behaviour. They are also
noisy, context-dependent and not designed for century-scale comparison.  Verdict: a good instru‐
ment used far outside its range.

6.4  Behavioural economics

Kahneman’s central contribution here is the split between the self that experiences a life and the self
that remembers and rates it. They disagree systematically. Any sentence using one word for both is
describing two different quantities at once. Verdict: the question needs to be asked twice.

6.5  Behaviour genetics

Twin studies put the heritable share of wellbeing at roughly 40 to 50 per cent, higher for its stable
component. This supports a set point and does not support immovability — heritable traits can shift
dramatically when environments do. Verdict: half right, and the half everyone quotes is the wrong
half.

6.6  Psychiatry and neuroscience

The simple neurotransmitter account of mood is no longer defensible in the form the chapter uses.
The  2022  serotonin  umbrella  review  is  contested  on  its  methods,  but  nobody  now  argues  that
happiness is a readout of a chemical level. Verdict: the mechanism has not survived the decade.
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6.7  Epidemiology and public health

Provides the hardest evidence in the whole debate, because death certificates do not have response
bias.  Rising mortality  from suicide,  overdose and alcohol  among middle-aged Americans without
degrees, from 1999 onwards, is a fact no survey critique can dissolve. Verdict: strongly supports Har‐
ari, in one country, for one group.

6.8  Demography

Child mortality fell from more than a third of children before age five in 1800 to under one in twenty-
five globally today. This is the largest change in human experience ever measured, and a satisfaction
average is structurally incapable of registering it. Verdict: the ledger is missing its largest entry.

6.9  Medicine and pain research

Chronic pain is one of the clearest cases where adaptation fails — people do not return to baseline.
Anaesthesia, analgesia and dentistry therefore represent durable rather than temporary gains.  Ver‐
dict: contradicts the treadmill exactly where history delivered most.

6.10  History of emotions

Founded by Febvre in 1941 and active since the 1980s. Its position is not that people were equally
happy  but  that  the  categories  do  not  transfer:  what  a  word  for  joy  covered,  and  when  it  was
permitted, differs so much between eras that a single scale is not available. Verdict: the comparison
is not merely unmeasured but ill-formed.

6.11  Anthropology

Contemporary foraging peoples are not living museums of the Palaeolithic;  they occupy marginal
land under modern pressure. Whatever they report cannot stand in for our ancestors, and the prac‐
tice of treating them as a control group is exactly the error the discipline spent the twentieth century
correcting. Verdict: there is no proxy population.

6.12  Sociology

The strongest support for Harari’s community argument. Measured declines in social connection, as‐
sociational membership and shared meals track the wellbeing deficits better than income does. Ver‐
dict: right about what was traded away.

6.13  Moral philosophy

Judging history by aggregate feeling is one ethical framework among several. The capability approach
associated with Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum asks instead what people are actually able to do
and be — under which the modern record looks very different, because a satisfied person with no
options scores badly. Verdict: the yardstick is a choice, and it is never defended.
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6.14  Statistics and measurement

Bond and Lang, 2019: because happiness answers are ordinal, comparing average happiness between
two groups requires assumptions that are rarely met, and plausible alternative assumptions reverse
many standard findings.  Verdict: comparisons of the exact kind the sentence makes are the least
robust in the field.

6.15  Political science and public policy

Governments have been keeping this ledger since the 2010s: national wellbeing statistics, the World
Happiness Report from 2012, Bhutan’s constitutional commitment from 2008. The neglect charge was
true when Bentham made it and was already becoming false as the chapter was written.  Verdict:
overtaken by events, and Part 07 shows what those events look like.

6.16  Contemplative science

Meditation research supports modest benefits for some outcomes and has a well-documented prob‐
lem with weak methods, small samples and publication bias — set out most bluntly in the 2018 review
“Mind the Hype”. Verdict: the Buddhist leg is promising and not yet load-bearing.

6.17  Media and technology research

The claim that modern life is corroding young people’s wellbeing is where the current fight is hottest.
Some analyses find substantial effects; large-scale reanalyses find effect sizes small enough to be
comparable to trivial  variables.  Meanwhile the ranking data show under-thirties in rich countries
reporting sharply lower life satisfaction than their elders.  Verdict: the pattern is real; the cause is
unresolved.

6.18  Animal welfare and ecology

Harari’s own extension, and the one place he applies the ledger consistently. If the accounting in‐
cludes the more than eighty billion land animals slaughtered annually — the great majority of them
chickens, most raised in industrial systems — the modern balance sheet gets worse by an enormous
margin, whatever happened to human mood. Verdict: the strongest use of his own instrument, and
the one readers skip.

·  ·  ·

R E A D I N G  T H E  E I G H T E E N  T O G E T H E R

The fields that measure feelings say the instrument is real but not built for this distance. The
fields that measure bodies — demography, medicine, epidemiology — say the largest changes in
human experience are invisible to a satisfaction average, and that where they can be seen they
point in both directions at once: vastly less catastrophe, and a rising toll of despair inside the
wealthiest societies.

W H AT  E V E R Y  F I E L D  O F  S T U D Y  S AY S  A B O U T  I T T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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And the two fields best placed to adjudicate the sentence as written — the history of emotions
and the statistics of ordinal data — both return the same answer, which is not yes or no. It is
that the comparison cannot be made in this form.

W H AT  E V E R Y  F I E L D  O F  S T U D Y  S AY S  A B O U T  I T T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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P A R T  0 7

The argument tested against six real bodies of
data
A claim about how the world works has to survive the world. These are the six datasets that
actually bear on the sentence. Two of them are the evidence it was built on. Three of them
have gone the other way. The last one is the test of the rebuilt version.

7.1  Japan, 1958–1987: the flagship case

This is the exhibit everyone cites. Across roughly three decades of the fastest sustained growth any
large economy had achieved, Japanese real income per person multiplied several times over. Repor‐
ted life satisfaction sat at around six out of ten at the start and around six out of ten at the end.

If any single graph made the Easterlin paradox famous, it is this one.

W H E R E  I T  C O M P L I C A T E S

The underlying survey — the Japanese government’s long-running national life survey — did
not ask the same question throughout. Wording and response categories changed more than
once, producing a series with breaks in it. Analysts who have attempted to repair the breaks
report a considerably less flat picture. The most famous flat line in social science is partly an
artefact of a questionnaire that was quietly revised.

7.2  Illinois, 1978: the seventy-three people

The  other  founding  exhibit.  Twenty-two  people  who  had  won  major  lottery  prizes,  twenty-two
neighbours as controls, and twenty-nine people who had been paralysed in accidents.

The headline result — winners no happier than neighbours, victims not much less happy — became
the single most repeated claim about human wellbeing of the last fifty years. What is repeated is not
quite what was found: the paralysed group scored a full  point lower than controls on a six-point
scale,  which  is  a  large  difference.  And  the  sample  is  seventy-three  people,  unadjusted  for  the
substantial demographic differences between the groups.

W H E R E  I T  F A I L S

There is also a bias built into the design that nobody controlled for: lottery winners are drawn
overwhelmingly from heavy ticket buyers, who differ systematically from their neighbours be‐
fore the win. Later work with large German panel datasets — thousands of people, tracked be‐
fore and after — finds that sizeable wins do produce durable increases in life satisfaction. The
founding study has been overturned by the method it lacked.

T H E  A R G U M E N T  T E S T E D  A G A I N S T  S I X  R E A L  B O D I E S  O F  D ATA T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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7.3  The World Values Survey, 1981–2007: the line that moved

The largest body of directly relevant evidence available when Sapiens was written. Representative na‐
tional surveys across more than fifty countries, repeated over twenty-six years.

The finding, published by Ronald Inglehart and colleagues in 2008:  happiness rose in 45 of the 52
countries for which substantial time-series data existed. The strongest single predictor of the rise
was not income but the extent to which a society allowed people free choice over their own lives —
which is a striking result, and one that fits the capability framework rather better than the hedonic
one.

W H E R E  I T  C O N T R A D I C T S

This is the direct empirical answer to the sentence, it covers the period in which the sentence
can be tested, and it was published three years before the book. Forty-five out of fifty-two is
not a flat line. Whatever is true about the deep past, in the measurable era the number went up
nearly everywhere.

7.4  The adversarial collaboration, 2010–2023

The most instructive episode in the field, and a model of how an argument should end.

In 2010 Kahneman and Deaton reported that emotional wellbeing stopped improving above about
$75,000 a year. In 2021 Killingsworth, sampling people’s feelings in real time on their phones, found it
kept improving well beyond that. Instead of a decade of duelling papers, the two sides ran a joint
reanalysis with Barbara Mellers as neutral arbiter and published the result together in 2023.

The answer was that both were partly right and both had missed the shape of the distribution. For
most people, wellbeing rises with income well past $100,000 — and accelerates among the happiest.
For roughly the least happy fifteen per cent, it flattens above about $100,000: their unhappiness has a
source money does not reach.

W H A T  I T  S H O W S

Two things. First, the popular claim that money stops mattering is false for most people.
Second, and more important for Harari: an average was concealing two opposite realities,
which is exactly the objection to running civilisational verdicts off a mean. Level two of the
steelman is confirmed by the very study that refutes level one.

7.5  The United States, 1999–2025: the ledger going backwards

The strongest evidence for Harari, and it does not come from a survey.

From 1999, mortality among middle-aged Americans without a four-year degree began rising, driven
by suicide, drug overdose and alcohol-related liver disease. In 1999 the death rate for white non-
Hispanic Americans aged 50–54 with only a high-school education was about 30 per cent below the
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rate for Black Americans of the same age; by 2015 it was about 30 per cent above. Case and Deaton
called these deaths of despair, and the pattern appeared in every state.

The survey data point the same way for the young. In 2024 the United States dropped out of the top
twenty of the World Happiness Report for the first time, and fell again in 2025. Americans under
thirty rank around 62nd in the world for life satisfaction; Americans over sixty rank around 10th.
About one adult in four reports having eaten every meal of the previous day alone, up by over half
since 2003.

W H A T  I T  S H O W S

In the richest large society in history, over two and a half decades of rising output, a large
group got sicker and started dying earlier, and the youngest cohort reports wellbeing compar‐
able to countries a fraction as wealthy. No critique of survey methodology touches a death cer‐
tificate. Harari’s claim is wrong as a statement about humanity and disturbingly right as a
statement about this.

7.6  Bhutan, 1972–2008: the state that kept the ledger

The test of the rebuilt argument in Part 04, which predicted that a society measuring wellbeing would
eventually find it conflicting with its trajectory, choose the trajectory, and adjust the measurement.

Bhutan is the only country to have made this its constitutional purpose. Gross National Happiness
was articulated from the 1970s, developed into a formal index across nine domains and thirty-three
indicators, and written into the 2008 constitution, which directs the state to promote the conditions
that enable its pursuit. It is measured properly, on a multi-year cycle, with real methodology.

It is also the period in which Bhutan pursued a “One Nation, One People” policy from 1989, under
which roughly one hundred thousand Lhotshampa — the Nepali-speaking minority — were pressured
and expelled to Nepal during the 1990s. Many spent close to two decades in refugee camps.

W H Y  T H I S  I S  T H E  H A R D  C A S E

A national happiness average can be raised by removing the people who bring it down. This is
not a hypothetical objection to utilitarian measurement; it is what the arithmetic permits, in
the one country that adopted the instrument as policy, during the years it was being built. The
prediction in Part 04 said the trajectory would win and the measurement would be adjusted
around it. That is what the record shows.

The fair addition is that Bhutan’s framework is genuinely serious — it counts ecology, culture, time
use and governance, which no GDP figure does, and it has been influential precisely because it is
more  honest  than  the  alternative.  Both  things  are  true,  and  this  is  exactly  why  the  level-two
argument is about institutions and not about mood.

·  ·  ·

T H E  A R G U M E N T  T E S T E D  A G A I N S T  S I X  R E A L  B O D I E S  O F  D ATA T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E

33



T H E  S I X ,  S C O R E D

Japan: the flagship line is partly an artefact. Illinois 1978: overturned by better data. The
World Values Survey: forty-five of fifty-two went up, and it was in print before the book.
The 2023 collaboration: refutes the sentence and confirms the rebuilt version. The United
States: the strongest case Harari has, and it is made of death certificates rather than
questionnaires. Bhutan: the ledger was kept, and the prediction held.
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The ledger you are keeping right now
If the mechanism is real, it did not stop being real when the chapter ended. This part is a
practical tool: what the evidence actually supports about which conditions move wellbeing
durably, which do not, and which the ledger cannot see at all.

The three columns

Harari has one column. The panel studies have three, and the difference between them is the most
useful thing to come out of fifty years of this research.

C O L U M N W H AT  I S  I N  I T W H AT  T H E  E V I D E N C E  S AY S

Adapts fast A pay rise, a purchase, a pro‐
motion, a move, most single
pieces of good news.

Real effect, then substantial return towards
baseline. This is the treadmill, and here it runs.

Adapts slowly or not
at all

Unemployment, onset of dis‐
ability, chronic pain and ill‐
ness, bereavement, sustained
isolation.

Lasting shifts in the baseline itself. People do
not fully come back. The treadmill does not run
here.

Invisible to the ledger The illness that did not hap‐
pen, the child who did not die,
the famine that did not arrive.

The largest historical changes of all, and a satis‐
faction score cannot register any of them.

S A Y  I T  S I M P L E

The evidence for removing bad conditions is far stronger than the evidence for adding good
ones. That is not a counsel of despair. It is a direction — and it happens to be the direction in
which most of the last two hundred years actually went.

Two traps, both common after reading this chapter

The cynic’s trap. If it is all a treadmill, nothing is worth pursuing. This is the most frequent takeaway
and it does not follow from anything in the research. Adaptation is partial,  uneven and absent in
exactly the domains where suffering is concentrated. “Some gains fade” is not “no gains exist”.

The blame trap. The opposite error, and the more damaging one. If happiness is a fixed genetic set
point, then a person’s dissatisfaction becomes a fact about them rather than about their situation —
which quietly converts a hard circumstance into a personal failing. The panel data say the reverse.
Unemployment,  chronic  pain,  illness  and isolation move the baseline durably.  Conditions matter,
measurably, and someone struggling under bad ones is not misreading their own thermostat.

T H E  L E D G E R  Y O U  A R E  K E E P I N G  R I G H T  N O W T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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Reading the sentence in your own life without either trap

Three things the evidence supports well enough to be worth knowing, stated without any promises
attached:

The comparison group is doing more work than the amount. Satisfaction tracks position relative
to expectation and to the people around you. This is why a society can quadruple its income and
report the same numbers — and why the same is true of a person.

The durable entries are mostly relational and physical. Close relationships, being in work,
health, freedom from chronic pain, and not being alone show up across the literature far more
reliably than income does above a modest threshold.

An average is not a person. Every result in this document is a population statistic. For roughly the
least happy sixth of people, the aggregate patterns do not describe the situation at all — which is
the finding of the 2023 collaboration, and the reason population averages should never be used to
tell an individual what their life is like.

Four questions, for any ledger you are inside

What is the number this system actually optimises — my job, my country, my week? Say it out
loud.

What is the thing that number was supposed to be a proxy for, and when did anyone last check
the two were still connected?

If the number is an average, who is inside it that it is hiding?

Which column is the change I am considering in — fast-adapting, slow-adapting, or invisible?

The second question is the real one. Every measure begins as a proxy for something that matters and
ends as the thing that matters. Harari’s chapter is not really about happiness. It is about the interval
between those two states, and how long a civilisation can run inside it without noticing.

T H E  V E R S I O N  W O R T H  K E E P I N G

You cannot escape being measured by something. You can find out what it is, check whether it
still tracks the thing it was standing in for, and notice who the average is hiding. That is small,
unglamorous, and available today — which is more than can be said for the answer to Harari’s
question.

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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P A R T  0 9

The scorecard, and the sentence rewritten
Thirteen axioms went in. Here is what came out, with each one marked honestly, including
the ones that did not survive.

# A X I O M V E R D I C T W H Y

1 Happiness is one thing Fails Evaluative, experienced and eudaimon‐
ic wellbeing move differently and
sometimes oppositely. One word can‐
not carry three quantities.

2 Happiness can be measured Holds Self-reports predict health, behaviour
and longevity. Crude, noisy, and a real
measurement.

3 Asking people works Holds, with a
caveat

Known distortions wash out in large
samples. They do not wash out across
centuries, where they cannot be ob‐
served.

4 Scores are comparable across
cultures

Workable, barely Response styles differ enough to move
a country several places. Rankings are
bands, not positions.

5 There is evidence about our an‐
cestors

Fails The record begins in 1946. The one ser‐
ious backward extension reaches 1820,
by proxy, in four countries.

6 The average is the right unit Fails The 2023 collaboration found one mean
hiding two opposite realities. Deaths of
despair show the same at the extreme.

7 Power and happiness are the
right pair

Wrong framing The biggest measurable change is not
power gained but catastrophe removed,
and the sentence has no column for it.

8 Happiness is the correct yard‐
stick

Values, not facts One ethical framework among several.
Freedom, capability and justice give dif‐
ferent verdicts, and are never men‐
tioned.

9 There is a biological set point Half holds Heritability around 40–50 per cent is
well supported. Immovability is not,
and heritable does not mean fixed.

T H E  S C O R E C A R D ,  A N D  T H E  S E N T E N C E  R E W R I T T E N T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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# A X I O M V E R D I C T W H Y

10 Adaptation always returns you to
it

Fails Panel studies find adaptation incom‐
plete for unemployment, disability,
chronic pain and widowhood — the do‐
mains history changed most.

11 Expectations cancel the gains ex‐
actly

Overstated Reference points are real; complete
cancellation is not. The income gradi‐
ent across countries has no visible ceil‐
ing.

12 Suffering avoided belongs in the
same column as pleasure gained

Structural failure A satisfaction level cannot record a
death that did not occur. The instru‐
ment is blind to most of the modern
gain.

13 The claim could be contradicted Unfalsifiable “Not much” is never quantified, so no
result is inconsistent with it. That is a
mood, not a hypothesis.

·  ·  ·

The sentence, rewritten honestly

Harari wrote: “We are far more powerful than our ancestors, but we are not much happier.” After all of
the above, here is the version that survives every objection in this document:

We are far more powerful than our ancestors, and whether we are happier is not
known — the measurement is eighty years old, the categories may not survive the
journey, and the largest change of all is a subtraction that no satisfaction score
can record. In the period we can measure, the number has mostly gone up, and
inside the richest societies a large minority is going the other way fast enough to
show in the mortality figures. What can be said without qualification is narrower
and worse: in seventy thousand years, nothing was ever steered by the answer. 

That version is less quotable. It is also true, and it does the same work: it refuses the comfortable
conclusion without replacing it with a bleaker one that the evidence does not support.

What Harari got right, stated plainly

The question is the right question, and it had been almost entirely absent from the way history is
written and taught.

—

Reference points move, and a great deal of material improvement is converted into new
expectations rather than lasting satisfaction.

—

T H E  S C O R E C A R D ,  A N D  T H E  S E N T E N C E  R E W R I T T E N T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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Five true things, in a book read by a hundred million people. That is a real public service, and the
errors in the sentence do not cancel it.

The last thing worth saying

People argue about this chapter as though the question were whether the past was better. It was not
better. On every measure that leaves a physical trace — how long people lived, how many of their
children lived, what they ate, what they could read, what was done to them without their consent —
the past was worse, and often unimaginably so.

The question the chapter actually poses is about instruments. Every large human system runs on a
number. The number always begins as a stand-in for something that matters and cannot itself be
counted. And the number always, eventually, becomes the thing that matters, because it is the thing
that can be reported, compared, targeted and rewarded. Harvest yields.  Gross domestic product.
Engagement. Test scores. Quarterly growth.

Harari’s chapter is the moment the book turns around and asks what happened to the original quant‐
ity — and finds that nobody wrote it down, because nobody could. That is not a claim about happi‐
ness. It is a claim about the permanent gap between what a civilisation measures and what it is for,
and it is the most durable thing in the book precisely because no amount of better data will close it.

T H E  P O I N T  O F  T H E  W H O L E  T H I N G

A score nobody keeps is a score nobody can be answerable for. Harari’s chapter is worth its
errors because it names the missing column. Keep that, and drop the verdict — because
“we are not much happier” is an answer, and the honest position is that the question was
never asked in time to have one.

T H E  S H E L F ,  C O M P L E T E D

Three sentences, one book, one shape. The Wheat Bargain: a trap you cannot see, because its
costs arrive after its exit closes. The Imagined Order: a structure you cannot name, because
naming it is what it is built to prevent. The Happiness Ledger: a score nobody keeps, because
the things that can be counted are never the things that were wanted. Harari is wrong in the
details of all three and right that all three are there.

The social goods that predict wellbeing best are the ones modernity has delivered least, and
possibly eroded.

—

Aggregate progress can coexist with a group inside it that is unambiguously worse off, and usually
does.

—

Any honest accounting has to decide whether non-human suffering is in the ledger — and if it is,
the modern balance is much worse than anyone admits.

—

T H E  S C O R E C A R D ,  A N D  T H E  S E N T E N C E  R E W R I T T E N T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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A P P E N D I X

Glossary, timeline and sources
Every term used in this document, explained in one line. Then the dates, then where all of it
comes from.

Glossary

T E R M P L A I N  M E A N I N G

Axiom Something you must assume before an argument can start. The floor
under the argument.

Steelman The strongest possible version of an argument you may disagree with.
The opposite of a strawman.

Subjective wellbeing The umbrella term for how good a person reports their own life or
mood to be.

Evaluative wellbeing Your considered rating of your life as a whole, usually on a 0–10 ladder.

Experienced wellbeing How you actually feel moment to moment, sampled during the day
rather than recalled.

Eudaimonic wellbeing Whether your life feels worthwhile and meaningful. Not the same as
feeling good.

Cantril ladder The standard question: imagine a ladder where 10 is the best possible
life for you and 0 the worst. Where do you stand?

Hedonic adaptation The tendency to return towards a baseline level of feeling after a
change in circumstances.

Hedonic treadmill The image for the above: you keep improving your conditions and end
up in the same place.

Set point The baseline a person is said to return to. Partly heritable; less fixed
than once thought.

Easterlin paradox Richer individuals are happier within a country, but a country getting
richer does not raise its average happiness over the long run.

Reference point The standard you compare your situation to — what you expected,
what you had, what others have.

Relative income effect The finding that your satisfaction depends on your income compared
with your comparison group, not only on the amount.

G L O S S A R Y,  T I M E L I N E  A N D  S O U R C E S T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E
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T E R M P L A I N  M E A N I N G

Panel study A survey that follows the same individuals for years, so change within a
person can be measured.

Cross-section A snapshot of different people at one moment. Cannot show change
within a person.

Adversarial collaboration Researchers who disagree running a joint analysis, usually with a
neutral arbiter, and publishing the result together.

Umbrella review A review of existing reviews, used to summarise a whole literature at
once.

Ordinal data Answers with an order but no known spacing — “very happy” beats
“fairly happy”, but nobody knows by how much.

Deaths of despair Case and Deaton’s term for deaths from suicide, drug overdose and
alcohol-related liver disease.

Capability approach Sen and Nussbaum’s alternative yardstick: judge a society by what
people are actually able to do and be.

Utilitarianism The ethical view that the right outcome is the one producing the most
wellbeing overall.

Gross National Happiness Bhutan’s official index across nine domains and thirty-three indicators,
constitutionalised in 2008.

Lhotshampa Bhutan’s Nepali-speaking minority, roughly a hundred thousand of
whom were expelled during the 1990s.

Vipassana The meditation practice, in the S. N. Goenka tradition, that Harari has
practised since 2000.

Emotionology The Stearns’ term for a society’s rules about which emotions may be
felt and shown, and how.

Survivorship bias Drawing conclusions from those who came through, while those who
did not are absent from the data.

Goodhart’s problem When a measure becomes a target, it stops being a good measure.

Timeline

D AT E E V E N T

1789 Bentham proposes that the greatest happiness be the standard, and that it be calculated.

1941 Lucien Febvre calls for a history of emotions, founding the field.
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D AT E E V E N T

1946 The earliest surveys asking people directly how happy they are. Everything before this is
outside the record.

1971 Brickman and Campbell describe hedonic adaptation and name the treadmill.

1972 Bhutan begins articulating Gross National Happiness.

1974 Easterlin publishes the paradox, drawing on surveys from 1946 to 1970 across nineteen
countries.

1978 Brickman, Coates and Janoff-Bulman: 22 lottery winners, 22 controls, 29 paralysed
accident victims.

1981 The World Values Survey begins its first wave.

1985 Peter and Carol Stearns introduce “emotionology”.

1996 Lykken and Tellegen: 44–52 per cent of wellbeing variance heritable; the line about trying
to be taller.

2001–2006 Reddy’s The Navigation of Feeling and Rosenwein’s Emotional Communities establish the
modern history of emotions.

2005 Layard’s Happiness argues governments should target wellbeing directly. The Gallup
World Poll begins.

2008 Inglehart et al.: happiness rose in 45 of 52 countries, 1981–2007. Stevenson and Wolfers
reassess the Easterlin paradox and find no satiation. Bhutan constitutionalises Gross
National Happiness.

2009 The Stiglitz–Sen–Fitoussi commission reports that GDP is an inadequate measure of
national performance.

2010 Kahneman and Deaton report emotional wellbeing plateauing around $75,000.

2011 Sapiens published in Hebrew. The UN passes a resolution on happiness. Britain’s ONS
begins national wellbeing measurement.

2012 The first World Happiness Report.

2014 Sapiens published in English.

2015 Case and Deaton publish the first deaths-of-despair findings. Homo Deus published in
Hebrew.

2019 Bond and Lang show that many happiness comparisons reverse under plausible rescaling.
Hills et al. extend a wellbeing proxy back to 1820 using digitised books.

2021 Killingsworth finds wellbeing rising well past $75,000.
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D AT E E V E N T

2022 The Moncrieff umbrella review on serotonin and depression, and the disputes that fol‐
lowed.

2023 Killingsworth, Kahneman and Mellers publish the adversarial collaboration resolving the
income question.

2024–2025 The United States falls out of the top twenty of the World Happiness Report, then falls
further, driven by the under-thirties.
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