“Gross national happiness” – is this what our new Government should be aiming for?
Should we vote, and judge our governments, on GNH rather than GNP (which depends on continuing economic growth and includes many negative economic activities, e g, replacing burgled possessions or goods that wear out)? Can we define happiness, and pursue it directly and measure it? We will discuss some ideas on the topic, including those of classic Utilitarian philosophers John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham and the findings of the “new science of happiness”. 
Happiness, or well-being or satisfaction with life, is seen as something that is desirable in itself. If the state can act to increase life satisfaction most people would see that as desirable. Some societies articulate goals like this formally – and they rarely if ever explicitly choose economic growth as an end in itself: e g, “liberté, egalité et fraternité”  in France, and “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” in the USA. Should we have similar goals? 

In 1991 Michael Frayn wrote a very funny and touching novel, A Landing on the Sun, about a civil servant tasked with producing a “quality of life” strategy with assistance from a philosopher – well worth reading. It seemed like pure fiction in 1991, but in December 2002 the Cabinet Office Strategy Unit produced an “analytical paper to provide a basis for discussion”, Life Satisfaction: the state of knowledge and implications for government, which summarised the rapidly growing body of research on what makes people satisfied with their lives, and suggested how this research might be useful for policy-makers.

There is a lot of current research and thinking on wellbeing, contentment, happiness… mainly emanating from psychologists but also from philosophers and economists like Professor Richard Layard who have realised that there is more to life satisfaction than money – a  “a new science of happiness” and the “economics of happiness”. The Cabinet Office paper was based on the apparent paradox that “decades of economic growth have led to very modest gains in life satisfaction. A similar paradox can be said to exist at the individual level, with wealthier people being significantly more satisfied, yet general increases in wealth having not driven up average satisfaction.” 
So our government is (or was) aware of the problem – that the relationship between wealth and economic growth and life satisfaction is much weaker than is often assumed. And it is (or was) aware of much of the research in this area, and some of the possible solutions – though every page of the 2002 paper is headed “This is not a statement of government policy”!  But it is in the small kingdom of Bhutan, where the concept of GNH originated and the king is attempting in this way to balance modernisation with an ancient culture and traditions, with some success apparently. Maybe it should it be here too?
Further reading:

GNP at Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gross_National_Happiness 
Life Satisfaction: the state of knowledge and implications for government

The 2008 World Values Survey found that freedom of choice and tolerance—and not simply wealth—have lots to do with a rise in happiness, says Business Week http://www.businessweek.com/globalbiz/content/aug2008/gb20080820_874593.htm 
Marilyn Mason,  May 2010

1. JEREMY BENTHAM ON HAPPINESS – his felicific calculus for discussion

Bentham’s felicific calculus was an attempt to calculate precisely the amount of pleasure produced by any given action, and therefore its value, using the following criteria:

Intensity: How strong is the pleasure? 
Duration: How long will the pleasure last? 
Certainty or uncertainty: How likely or unlikely is it that the pleasure will occur?
Propinquity or remoteness: How soon will the pleasure occur?
Fecundity: The probability that the action will be followed by sensations of the same kind.
Purity: The probability that it will not be followed by sensations of the opposite kind. 
Extent: How many people will be affected? 

QUESTIONS


Could these be useful criteria when making personal choices?

Can you think of choices or actions that would score very high according to Bentham’s criteria? And others that would score very low?
Are they useful for judging political actions or legislation or spending? How would governments act on them?

Should “life satisfaction” / happiness be the main aim of government policy?

2. JOHN STUART MILL ON HAPPINESS – extracts for discussion
“Of two pleasures. If there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a decided preference… that is the more desirable pleasure. Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked preference to the manner of existence which employs their higher faculties… It is better to be a human being satisfied than a pig dissatisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question." 
J S Mill Utilitarianism (1863)
“…aiming thus at something else [happy people] arrive at happiness along the way.”
J S Mill Utilitarianism (1863)
 “Ask yourself if you are happy and you cease to be so.”

J St Mill Autobiography (1873) 

QUESTIONS

Is it true that if one has experienced both “higher” and “lower” pleasures one is bound to prefer the higher ones?  Is it unacceptably elitist?

Is Mill’s distinction between “higher” and “lower” pleasures a useful one for policy-makers or legislation or spending? How would governments act on it?

Is it true that we can only attain happiness indirectly? Or that if we think about it too much, we stop being happy?

Should “life satisfaction” / happiness be the main aim of government policy?

3. SOME OTHER VIEWS ON HAPPINESS – extracts for discussion
MICHAEL FRAYN, novelist and playwright:
“I should say that happiness is being where one is and not wanting to be somewhere else.”
From A Landing on the Sun (1991) quoted in Life Satisfaction: the state of knowledge and implications for government (Cabinet Office Strategy Unit discussion paper, 2002) 
RICHARD LAYARD, economist and author of Happiness, Lessons from a New Science (2005), and at one time the government's “happiness tsar”': 
"Happiness is inversely related to income at higher levels of income because of the declining marginal utility of getting richer….
…Aristotle said that happiness was the only thing that man wanted for which he could give no reason. Anything else - income, sex or whatever - was always for something else, be it to buy things or for the future of the species. But happiness was, for Aristotle, a self-evident goal. And he's right: men and women want to be happy….
…Happiness – enjoying life and feeling it is wonderful. Unhappiness – feeling bad and wishing things were different.” 

From a 2008 interview in The Guardian http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2008/jun/24/healthandwellbeing.schools 

“The scientific study of happiness is only just beginning. It should become a central topic in social science. But for the moment I would recommend four principles: don’t apologise for taxes; foster the sense of security; fight glaring evils like depression; and discourage social comparison.”
From a 2003 article in LSE Magazine http://www2.lse.ac.uk/LSEMagazine/pdf/summer2003/Summer%2003,%20Happiness.pdf
QUESTIONS
Do any of these statements seem true to you? Why?
Are there any useful prescriptions in these quotations for personal happiness and / or political action? 
Should “life satisfaction” / happiness be the main aim of government policy?

4. JOHN KAY, economist and author of Obliquity – extract for discussion
“Obliquity is the notion that complex goals are often best achieved indirectly. 

Happiness is the product of fulfilment in work and private life, not the repetition of pleasurable actions, so happiness is not achieved by pursuing it.  The most profitable companies are not the most dedicated to profit.  Few companies in the history of the world were as profit-oriented as Bear Stearns and Lehman – so profit-oriented, in fact, they were ultimately destroyed by the greed of their own employees.  Buildings designed as ‘machines for living in’ proved to be machines their occupants did not like living in. The planned cities of the world, like Canberra and Brasilia, are dull and lifeless;  the great cities of the world, like Paris and London, grew over centuries with little assistance from any designer.

But surely we must be more successful in achieving something if we adopt it as our goal?  That would be true if we were clear about the nature of that goal, and knew not just all there is to know, but all we might hope to know, about the means of achieving it.  We find out about the real nature of our goals in the process of accomplishing them and our understanding of the complex structures of personal relationships or business organisations is necessarily incomplete.  We not only do not know what the future will hold but cannot anticipate even the range of possible events which might occur. The world in which we operate changes, partly as a result of our actions.”
From http://theschooloflife.typepad.com/the_school_of_life/2010/04/john-kay-on-obliquity.html 
QUESTIONS
Is it true that we can only attain happiness and other goals indirectly?
If it is true, what are the implications for individuals and governments?
5. For EPICURUS (341 BCE – Athens, 270 BCE)  the purpose of philosophy was to attain the happy, tranquil life, characterised by peace, freedom from fear, absence of pain, and living a self-sufficient life surrounded by friends. He considered friendship of the utmost importance: it was the basis, he thought, of a good life, and was also the cohesive force that made society possible. He also thought the pleasant (or good) life inextricably connected to the moral (or good) life: 

“It is impossible to live a pleasant life without living wisely and well and justly, and it is impossible to live wisely and well and justly without living a pleasant life.”
QUESTIONS

If this account of happiness is true, what could or should governments do about it? 

Can we legislate for friendship? Is there anything governments or politicians could do to foster friendship?
