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The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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The Politics of Happiness

Money can’t buy happiness. But it can get you into the the-
ater of the absurd. Donald Trump calls Ted Cruz a liar. 

Marco Rubio jumps in and also calls Cruz a liar.  Cruz responds 
by saying that it is Trump and Rubio that are misrepresenting 
the facts. Jeb Bush tries to talk over Donald who grimaces and 
mocks. This quartet spends more time attacking each other than 
discussing the issues, a confederacy of prickly self-servers.

John Kasich makes 
a reference to women in 
kitchens voting for him 
and that incenses the Re-
publican Party. But Cruz 
is not done as he fi res 
a campaign offi cial for 
doctoring a picture. Jeb 
proves Trump to be cor-
rect when during a meet-
ing Jeb begs the audience 
to ‘please applaud.’ This 
was perhaps the lowest 
energy of the campaign 
so far.  

On the other side Hil-
lary Clinton and Bernie 
Sanders are locked in 
a battle for every vote 
but Hillary faces cred-
ibility problems with 
those emails. Just when 
you think that the show 
couldn’t get any more 
banal the Pope enters 
the fray. At a Town Hall 
meeting in South Caroli-
na Trump was asked why 
he called former President 
George W. Bush a liar. He 
defl ected the question by 
saying that he couldn’t 
quite remember.

There has never been 
a campaign like the one 
in 2016 and we are still in 
the early days. But even at 
this stage voters are shak-
ing their heads and asking 
whether this is the best 
America can produce. 
Another question that is 
being asked is: are these 
people happy? Where is 
the pursuit of happiness 
in the debates? There are 
only two candidates that 
can claim to be happy and 
they are Ben Carson and 
Bernie Sanders.

Ben Carson is calm 
and unfl appable. He an-
swers the questions and 
sticks to the agenda. One 
gets the impression that 
he is not beholden to big 
interests or the Washing-
ton lobby. The same can 
be said of Bernie Sanders 
who has had a meteoric 
rise, starting from virtual-
ly little.

Happiness has long 
been an integral part of 
governance. Jean Fran-
cois argued in 1774 that 
‘ the fi rst object of all 
governments should be to 
render the people happy.’ 
In some countries it can 
be found in the constitu-
tions. In Japan, South Ko-

ing in a safe community 
and sound moral values. 
We have already seen that 
therapeutic dependence 
creates unhappiness. The 
maximization of wellbe-
ing, as far as politics is 
concerned, should be ‘the 
greatest happiness of the 
greatest number’ but it is 
argued that politics has di-
vorced itself from the cre-
ation of a happy society. 
Aristotle’s defi nition of 
happiness is still in vogue 
in many societies. True 
happiness for Aristotle 
means virtue, wealth, po-

litical awareness and en-
gagement and a link to a 
higher Being. Happiness 
is the ultimate purpose in 
life and despite the many 
questions we may have 
the argument stops at hap-
piness.

Richard Layard argues 
that we need the State to 
some extent to make us 
happy. There should be 
individual autonomy to 
produce voluntary ex-
change and to protect the 
weak. Raj Persaud said 
that there is a skepticism 
that people can be happy 
and that happiness is not 
worthy of serious consid-
eration but wanting to be 
happy is profound. One of 
the main reasons for un-
happiness is that people 
tend to make comparisons 
between each other based 
on social status. The poor 
thinks that the rich have 
it all for themselves. It is 
argued that one way to re-
duce the inequity and pro-
mote happiness is through 
taxation. By taxing the 
rich the gap will be re-
duced.

David Cameron says, 
‘I know its diffi cult for us 
to believe as we take out 

our checkbook at the end 
of the year, but it looks 
like, at least at a certain 
level, taxes are likely to 
increase the wellbeing of 
the population.’ This is 
a controversial measure 
as in some countries tax 
increases are seen as pu-
nitive. In New York, for 
instance, tax breaks for 
the rich is seen as a way to 
keep them investing in the 
City. The former Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg was a 
passionate believer in tax 
breaks for the billionaires. 
But his successor Bill de 

Blasio was able 
to convince the 
electorate that 
New York is a 
‘tale of two cit-
ies’ and he won 
the election by 
a sizeable ma-
jority.

 Anoth-
er argument 
to maximize 
happiness is to 
ban some form 
of advertis-
ing as unfi lled 
consumpt ion 
creates unhap-
piness. Young 
people who 
stare at the 
glossy televi-
sion advertise-
ment and can-
not acquire the 

latest gadgets are likely 
to grow up feeling dis-
enfranchised. The media 
should focus on present-
ing positive images for the 
young, including the im-
portance of education and 
a career. What about that 
long commute to work? 
The science of happiness 
suggests that commuting 
to and from work that in-
volves long journeys is 
stressful and robs the indi-
vidual of valuable quality 
time. A study by Harvard 
University has shown 
that, ‘every ten minutes of 
commuting cuts all forms 
of social involvement by 
10 percent-so 10 percent 
fewer family dinners, lo-
cal club meetings, and 
other involvement.’

There is good reason to 
believe then that a short-
er commute promotes a 
sense of wellbeing. But so 
do staying close to family 
and friends. The extended 
family is said to provide a 
nurturing environment for 
families. The idea is for 
governments and planners 
to create spaces in which 
people can stay close and 
spend time together. The 
same principle applies to 

marriage.

‘Married people tend 

to be happier,’ says a 

prominent priest in New 

York. The BBC reports 

that marriage adds an 

additional seven years 

to the lives of men and 

four to that of women. 

It is argued that govern-

ments should encourage 

marriage by providing 

incentives for home own-

ership and increase the 

social safety net. But an-

other consideration is that 

of health. Research has 

shown that there is a pow-

erful connection between 

health and happiness. Ac-

cording to one researcher, 

‘making people happy 

could do more for the 

health of the nation than 

all the exercise, diet and 

anti-smoking campaigns 

rolled into one.’

Then there is leisure. 

Bogota was a city that 

had lost its soul, until 

Mayor Enrique Penalosa 

took the helm. The May-

or declared a war on cars 

by limiting their use and 

he opened up spaces and 

bikeways in the city for 

citizens to relax and con-

nect. Buses and trains cut 

the time for commute and 

people reported that they 

were happier. A study in 

Sweden found that people 

who spent 45 minutes or 

more to commute were 40 

per cent more likely to di-

vorce.

Bhutan has rejected 

GNP as a measure of prog-

ress, relying instead on 

gross national happiness. 

The education system is 

infused with the idea of 

happiness and conserva-

tion. It believes that hap-

py people live longer and 

are more productive. How 

can one be happy? A good 

starting point is to smile, 

be positive, forgiving, and 

be grateful for the little 

things.

rea, Haiti and Brazil, hap-
piness or wellbeing is part 
of the constitution. In the 
United States thirty-one 
states have introduced 
happiness in their consti-
tutions and ninety cases, “ 
at the US Supreme Court 
used the expression ‘pur-
suit of hap-
piness’ since 
1821.” Ald-
ous Huxley 
predicted that 
there would 
be govern-
m e n t - s p o n -
sored projects 
to investigate 
the ‘problem 
of happiness.’    

Mate r ia l -
ism, it seems, 
has little to 
do with one’s 
state of hap-
piness. The 
Labour Party 
in Britain said 
some years 
ago that, ‘ hap-
piness levels 
have remained 
fl at, while in-
comes have been rising 
sharply. In other words, 
although the majority of 
people within Western 
societies have become in-
fi nitely richer over time, 
we haven’t become any 
happier.’

There are many sto-
ries of joyless lottery 
winners that regret ever 
coming into contact with 
huge sums of money. A 
retirement planning fi rm 
in Indianapolis says that, 
‘seventy percent of peo-
ple who land a big wind-
fall, lose it within several 
years.’ Since governments 
are the pathways to re-
sources there is the ar-
gument that it might be 
better to produce strate-
gies for a happy life rather 
than opt for regular wage 
increases.

Derek Bok says that 
government policy should 
focus on the psychologi-
cal aspects of wellbeing. 
They are sleep disorders, 
pain, drug addiction, de-
pression and other ills that 
affect millions of Amer-
icans. In this regard state 
intervention into the pri-
vate lives of the individu-
al may be seen as tolera-

ble and even empowering. 
There is a new vocabulary 
to describe this interven-
tionist approach and terms 
such as ‘emotional intelli-
gence’ or ‘emotional liter-
acy’ are used liberally.   

But this therapeutic 
governance has its critics. 

Frank Furedi argues that, ‘ 
the new therapeutic social 
contract is underwritten 
by the paternalistic as-
sumption that the unhap-
py patient needs the man-
agement and support of 
offi cialdom.’ Happiness 
for him is a manufactured 
concept like digestible 
cheap hamburgers. The 
idea is to promote social 
and economic policies 
that make people happier. 
This should be the prima-
ry goal of governments.

British Conservative 
leader David Cameron 
said, ‘ we should be think-
ing not just what is good 
for putting money in peo-
ple’s pockets but what 
is good for putting joy 
into people’s hearts.’ The 
BBC reports that Britain 
is three times richer than 
in 1957 but less happy. In 
fact the proportion of peo-
ple saying that they are 
‘very happy’ has fallen 
from 52 percent in 1957 
to 36 percent in 2006.

What then are some of 
the factors that can pro-
mote happiness? They are 
leisure, health, a sense of 
security at the workplace, 
loving relationships, liv-

Ben Carson is unß appable and sticks to 
the agenda.

Bernie Sanders runs a calm and happy 
ship and is making waves.


