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Happiness Is Not the Same in the East and West 
 
Exercise 1: Read the article

1
 Most people in the West, for example 

Americans, are surprised to learn that many 

people in Eastern cultures, for example in East 

Asia, do not think that feeling happy is the most 

important goal in their lives.  Westerners are 

even more shocked to hear that some people in 

Asia are actually afraid of happiness.  

 
2
 Recent studies have shown that people in the 

West and East describe happiness differently 

and have different ideas about how to get it. In 

many ways, our culture determines what we do 

to get happiness.   

 
3
 Americans consider happiness as the most 

important value in life. Studies show that 

Americans often think about their happiness and 

worry if they are not feeling happy.   On the 

other hand, according to research, feeling happy 

is not as important to people in Eastern cultures 

as it is to Westerners. East Asians tend to think 

or worry about it less often, and they accept the 

idea that there has to be a balance between 

happiness and sadness.   

 
4
 Americans tend to describe happiness as 

feelings of joy, enthusiasm and excitement.  

However, many people in Asia think of it as 

feelings of calmness and relaxation. 

 
5 
To get happiness, many Westerners pursue 

individual goals to achieve something.  Jason, 

an American boy, felt happy when he taught his 

dog some tricks, and Lucy, a young American 

woman, was happy after she played her piano in 

a concert and the audience applauded her. 

 
6
 According to studies, East Asians, on the other 

hand, find happiness by trying to make things 

better for their group rather than by having 

individual achievements.  Their happiness seems 

to come from being connected to others and they 

feel most happy when there is harmony among 

their family members and among their friends.  

Aki, an Asian girl, said that in her school, there 

are no janitors (workers) to clean the 

classrooms, so the students do this as a group.  

She said doing this with her classmates made her 

very happy. 

 
7
 Americans think that they have control of 

happiness, so if someone is not happy, they need 

to do something to make themselves happy.  

They believe that people can get happiness if 

they try hard enough.  On the other hand, many 

Easterners believe that people need to accept 

their fate instead of trying to control situations to 

make themselves happy.   

 
8
 Interestingly, while many Americans will feel 

that something is wrong with them if they are 

not feeling happy, people in some Eastern 

cultures hesitate to say that they are happy.  This 

is because they believe bad luck can soon follow 

happiness.  Some Asians seem to agree with the 

statements, “I prefer not to be joyful because 

usually joy is followed by sadness” and “I am 

frightened to let myself become too happy.” 

According to a study, in one Asian culture, there 

is a belief that if a person is happy now, he or 

she is likely to be less happy in the future. 

Similarly, there is a saying in another culture, 

“Laughing loudly wakes up sadness.”  

 
9
 These following two quotes can illustrate the 

difference between Western and Eastern ideas 

about happiness.  A famous American actress 

once said, “The most important thing is to 

enjoy your life—to be happy.  It’s all that 

matters.”  Compare that quote to this famous 

Chinese proverb: 

If you want happiness for an hour, take a 

nap.   

If you want happiness for a day, go fishing.   

If you want happiness for a month, get 

married.   

If you want happiness for a year, inherit a 

fortune.  

If you want happiness for a lifetime, help 

somebody else. 
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Pre-discussion Exercise 1 

Answer True (T) or False (F) according to information in the article. 

___ 1) Many Westerners are afraid of feeling happy.  

___ 2) Asian tend to be less concerned about feeling happy than Westerners.  

___ 3) Asians believe that it’s important to sometimes feel happy and sometimes sad.  

___ 4) Asians probably feel most happy when they doing something like laughing because 

they feel excited.  

___ 5) Americans probably feel most happy when they are doing something like quietly 

sitting in a park looking at the birds . 

___ 6) In paragraph 5, Jason is an example of someone who achieved something.  

___ 7) In paragraph 6, Aki’s happiness seemed to come from doing to make things better for 

her group.  

___ 8) In paragraph 7, it mentions the word “fate.”  This means that something happens to us 

because it was supposed to happen, and we cannot control it.  

___ 9) Many Americans worry that something bad will happen to them when they feel happy.  

___ 10) According to the Chinese proverb in paragraph 9, happiness will last a long time if we 

do something to make other people’s lives better.  
 

Pre-discussion Exercise 2 

Think about these discussion questions.  You don’t have to write anything. 

Happiness Scale 
1   10 
Very sad Very happy 

 

Questions 1-2 are about the Happiness Scale. 

1. On the scale between 1 and10, how happy are you today? 

2. On the scale, how happy were you in high school? 

3. Is feeling happy an important goal for you? 

4. Usually, when you are feeling happy is it a feeling of joy and excitement or a feeling of 

calmness and relaxation? 

5. Recently, when you were happy, what were you doing or what was happening? 

6. In paragraphs 5 and 6, it talks about Americans Jason and Lucy and Aki, an Asian girl.  Do 

you think you get happiness more like how Jason and Lucy do or more like how Aki does? 

7. Do you think that you can be happy if your family or friends don’t have harmony? 

8. What is something good that has happened to you recently? 

9. Do you think that you caused that good thing to happen or do you think that it was fate? 

10. Do you sometimes think, “I prefer not to be joyful because usually joy is followed by 

sadness” and “I am frightened to let myself become too happy”? 

11. Do you have a family member or a friend who often seems very happy? 
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Small-group Discussion: Happiness Is Not the Same in the East and West 

Student A 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

1. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions. On 

the scale between 1 and10, how happy are you today? 

4. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  Is 

feeling happy an important goal for you? 

7. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  How do Asians describe how they 

feel when they are feeling happiness? 

10. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  What did Jason, the American 

boy, do that made him feel happy? 

13. This is a discussion question.  Do you think that you can be happy if your family or friends 

don’t have harmony? 

16. This is a discussion question.  Do you think that you caused that good thing to happen or do 

you think that it was fate? 

19. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  What did the Chinese proverb 

say? 

22. Let’s check our True False answers in Pre-Discussion Exercise 1. 

 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) In general, do you feel happy when you use social media? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion: Happiness Is Not the Same in the East and West 
 

Student B 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

2. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions. On 

the scale, how happy were you in high school? 

5. Who believes that there needs to be a balance between happiness and sadness: people in the 

West or in the East? 

8. This is a discussion question.  Usually, when you are feeling happy is it a feeling of joy and 

excitement or is it a feeling of calmness and relaxation? 

11. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  What did Aki, the Asian girl, do 

that made her feel happy? 

14. Who believes that we should accept fate: people in the West or in the East? 

17. Were you surprised to read that some Easterners hesitate to say that they are happy? 

20. Do you like that Chinese proverb? 

 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) In general, do you feel happy when you use social media? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion: Happiness Is Not the Same in the East and West 
 

Student C 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

3. Who thinks feeling happy is the most important goal in life: people in the West or in the East? 

6. Don’t look at the article when you answer this question.  How do Americans describe how 

they feel when they are feeling happiness? 

9. This is a discussion question. We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  

Recently, when you were happy, what were you doing or what was happening? 

12. This is a discussion question. Do you think you get happiness more like how Jason and 

Lucy do or more like how Aki does? 

15. This is a discussion question.  What is something good that has happened to you recently? 

18. This is a discussion question. Do you sometimes think, “I prefer not to be joyful because 

usually joy is followed by sadness” and “I am frightened to let myself become too happy”?  

21. This is a discussion question. Do you have a family member or a friend who often seems 

very happy?  

 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you talk about one of these: 

a) Was there anything in this article that surprised you or that you don’t agree with or that 

you found very interesting? 

 

b) In general, do you feel happy when you use social media? 

 

c) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
  

 


