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THE HAPPY DEPRESSIVE: In Pursuit of Personal and Political Happiness

WELCOME TO The Happy Depressive. That’s me. And this, my first ebook, is my take on happiness. Friends have suggested that I am the least qualified person to talk about it, because I am often down, and sometimes profoundly depressed. But I think that’s where my qualification comes from. Because to know happiness, it helps to know unhappiness. And to me happiness comes from a sense of fulfilment over time, a sense of belonging, relationships which endure, experiences which teach lasting lessons. So I can be grumpy and grouchy, and I can also be depressed. But I’m happy, and the happiness is all the more intense for knowing what it’s like to be utterly miserable. It may seem obvious, but I hadn’t really worked it out until a man called Thomas Baggs came into my life. I’ve never met him, and never will. He’s dead. Indeed, I had never heard of him until last year when I was asked to deliver the Thomas Baggs Memorial Lecture.

Happy, Me?

Thomas Baggs was a graduate of Birmingham University who went on to have a varied career as a teacher, war correspondent and advertising executive, both in the UK and the US. Perhaps imbued with a sense of how they do things in America, when he died aged eighty-four in 1973 it emerged from his will that he had left a generous US-style bequest to his old university. He attached conditions, however. He wanted the money used to fund an annual lecture in his name ‘on the subject of happiness – what it is, and how it can be achieved by individuals as well as nations’. These things always being a little more complicated than they sound, it was three years later, in 1976, before the first Thomas Baggs Memorial Lecture was delivered, by Yehudi Menuhin. There has been one every year since, and it has become a familiar date in the calendar for the university, the local community – more than a thousand people attend these events – and that growing band of people who study what it is to be happy, and how we can all do more to deliver happiness. Unsurprisingly, for the Twitter generation, the long title he laid down in his bequest has been shortened to the ‘Happiness Lecture’, and to my surprise I was asked to deliver it last year. I was not alone in my astonishment. On telling my daughter, she said, ‘Yeah, right.’ Fellow Labour strategist Philip Gould, my closest friend, and the one whom I tended to bounce ideas and proposals off when I was unsure of my own views right up until his death last November, just laughed out loud. He was the one who described going on holiday with me and my partner Fiona as being a bit like a series of day trips with the Glums. Fiona, who knows my state of mind better than most, wondered aloud if they had made a mistake, and gone for the wrong Alastair Campbell – I occasionally get confused with Zimbabwe’s former cricket captain (though he spells his first name Alistair, not Alastair). In Scotland in particular, it is a fairly common name. I was once approached by a Scot at Euston station, who said, ‘You’re Alastair Campbell, aren’t you?’ I said I was. He said, ‘My name’s Alastair Campbell too.’ I smiled and nodded. He added, ‘Do you have any idea what my life has been like since you came along?’ He didn’t seem happy.

Despite the scepticism felt by myself and my nearest and dearest, I committed to do the event, and followed in the footsteps of Denis Healey, David Attenborough, Peter Ustinov, Maureen Lipman, Jonathan Miller and Robert Winston. Even the archetypal grumpy old man Richard Wilson, Victor Meldrew himself, had given his views on happiness.

I was intrigued by the event, and by the subject, and by what I might discover in preparing for it. I write a lot of speeches, these days more for myself than for others, though not exclusively. Often, they can be something of a chore, and even if the financial rewards can be considerable – the private sector speaking market is a fairly large one – the reward for the soul is rarely as great as that provided by a hard day’s work. I once found myself blurting out at a speaking gig that professional public speaking was a ‘lucrative way of pretending you’re still important’.

There was a gap of several months between agreement to speak, and the delivery of the speech. Typically, I didn’t get down to writing anything until the event was a week or so away, but in the interim, I found myself asking people, strangers and friends alike, ‘What makes you happy?’ This was usually met with one of two immediate responses. Response one was a thin smile, which would then broaden. Response two was a confused and worried grimace. I learned over time that the smilers were people who had considered the question before, and lived their lives at least partly in the direct pursuit of happiness, or were at least in possession of an insight that the pursuit of happiness was one of life’s purposes. Those who wore the confused and worried look were reacting – and indeed some articulated it exactly in this way – as though they ‘never really thought about it’. When I was first approached by the university, my first reaction was the confused and worried look, followed by the thin smile on realising the irony, then a laugh as I sensed this could actually be interesting, a bit different – and ‘a bit different’ can at least open the door to one of the routes to happiness as I define it below.

Am I Happy?

I’ve certainly realised that in my day-to-day life, I think very little about happiness. That is not to say I don’t think about feelings. I probably think about them too much. I brood. I can be introspective. I can also spend too much time worrying about the feelings of others, wishing I could change them when deep down I know that only they can. But when looking at my own feelings, as someone who struggles with depression from time to time, I am more likely to split my assessments of my state of being into ‘bad days’ and ‘not so bad days’. If you have known the depth of a bad day on the depression front, it seems an easier split than ‘happy days’ and ‘unhappy days’. A bad day is one where the mood on waking is rather dark, the feeling in the stomach empty – an emptiness that is not filled by eating – and the effort required to do simple things or make simple decisions is all out of proportion to that required on ‘not so bad days’. I have had many ‘not so bad days’ that I couldn’t remotely describe as ‘happy’. I have had days I would describe as ‘happy’ which nonetheless began with this mind-numbing pain and negativity, and the happiness comes only from the sense of the pain lifting, when life recovers an equilibrium of sorts, and the future suddenly looks OK again.

Of course, the obvious approach to the speech – and I think the desire of the university – was for me to talk very personally about my own ‘issues’, my depression, my drink problem, and the psychotic episode I had in 1986 which brought these issues to the fore. The day of my breakdown was the worst day of my life, yet also the best day of my life. It was the worst at the time, because the insides of my head were literally exploding and in my madness I was convinced I was about to die; the best in retrospect because as a result I confronted a few realities: I had to stop drinking, I had to face up to my depression, and I had to sort out my priorities which essentially meant key relationships, work and politics.

A State of Happiness

By asking the question ‘Am I happy?’, and via the answer setting out what I mean by happiness, there is a political route that can be taken, by asking another question – ‘Can politics deliver happiness, and should it try?’ Mr Baggs, after all, had stipulated that the lectures in his memory should look at ‘happiness – what it is, and how it can be achieved by individuals as well as nations’. He lived perhaps in a less selfish world than we do now, and one where people had a greater readiness to believe in the power of the state to deliver change for the better.

He would identify with the modern politicians who ask whether politics has a role, even a responsibility, to think about happiness when putting together the policies which they run for office on, and eventually govern with.

It is a question that, among others, the prime minister David Cameron has been asking. When analysing policy proposals, UK government
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Gross National Happiness















A Culture of Negativity



Happiness and Ill Health




Is Contentment the Same as Happiness?



	Connect with the people around you

	Be active

	Take notice – be curious and aware of the world around you

	Keep learning – try something new

	Give – do something nice for a friend or a stranger
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The Death and Life of Philip Gould
























When the Mind Cracks
















Teamship and Friendship
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