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			Book Presentation: Gross National Happiness by Arthur C. Brooks

			Book Abstract

			In Gross National Happiness, Brooks examines vast amounts of evidence and empirical research to uncover the truth about who is happy in America and what makes them happy. He finds that there is a real “happiness gap” in America today and it lies disconcertingly close to America’s cultural and political fault lines. The great divide between the happy and the unhappy in America is largely due to differences in social and cultural values.

			What can be done to maximize America’s happiness? Brooks offers surprising and illuminating conclusions about how our government can best facilitate Americans in their pursuit of happiness.

			About the Author

			Currently a visiting scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, Arthur C. Brooks is also the Louis A. Bantle Professor of Business and Government Policy at Syracuse University. He writes frequently for the Wall Street Journal and other publications, and he is the author of Who Really Cares: The Surprising Truth About Compassionate Conservatism.

		


		
			Summary of Gross National Happiness (Arthur C. Brooks)

			America’s Pursuit of Happiness

			The Declaration of Independence states:

			“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

			For our Founding Fathers, one crucial measure of government was the ability of the people to pursue their own happiness. This was quite a radical idea for the period, though perhaps one that today we take for granted whenever we hear it repeated in the Declaration. Today, our leaders barely speak of it, and instead focus on issues like the economy, social security, and health care reform. But just how happy is our country? “Are we improving as a nation in protecting and exercising our right to pursue happiness? … If we’re serious about pursuing happiness, what should we as citizens demand of our leaders, present and future?” Happiness can be an angle to discuss the values and policies that our country pursues. Everyone assumes they know what makes people happy, but the statistics reveal some startling results.

			For the purposes of this book, happiness can be defined as not merely a fleeting sensation, but as “happiness on balance,” an emotional balance that indicates one’s life has “more joy than sorrow in it.” Happiness is measurable and this book’s data is based on “large surveys conducted by the best and most impartial data-collection organizations in the world—as well as on a synthesis of the work of the finest researchers currently working on the subject of happiness.” People can self report their own happiness, such as when they indicate their feelings on a scale of 1 to 7, as is typical of many surveys. And though personal rating systems may not mean exactly the same things for all people, experts have determined that when examined in large groups, “happy people on average will answer the same way, and so will unhappy people.” Roughly one in three American adults report that they are very happy, “between ten and fifteen percent say they are not too happy; and the rest are somewhere in between.” Americans have remained stable at these rates for several decades, with the number of those reporting happiness hovering between 30 and 32%, currently at 31%, since 1972.

			Why is happiness important? Because people’s happiness affects us all. “Happy people treat others better than unhappy people do. They are more charitable than unhappy people, have better marriages, are better parents, act with greater integrity, and are better citizens. Happy people not only work harder than unhappy people, but volunteer more too – meaning that they increase our nation’s prosperity and strengthen our communities. In short, happy citizens are better citizens.”

			Happier citizens make for a better, stronger America and world.

			The Politics of Happiness

			Americans believe they know what will make them happy and they base their political choices on these beliefs. However, as is clearly evident, Americans differ in their political opinions. So who are truly happier, liberals or conservatives?

			Liberal academics have articulated one model for understanding happiness based on political affiliation, which has propagated in varying degrees into public opinion. They claim that conservatives are strict, structured, “and cannot tolerate anything but black and white – and consequently the real world leaves them insecure and angry. Liberals, in contrast, are emotionally flexible, are able to understand nuance, and have less trouble adjusting to a changing storyline; they are thus happier and more comfortable in the modern world.” But real data overturns this theory completely.

			Conservatives are in fact markedly happier than liberals and have been for a long time – for at least 35 years, according to the data. “In 2004, people who said they were conservative were nearly twice as likely to say that they were very happy as people who called themselves liberal or very liberal (44 percent versus 25 percent).”

			Two very significant differences correlate with differences in politics and happiness – not money, as one might expect, but religion and marriage. Conservatives are more than twice as likely as liberals to attend a church or worship weekly and they are also nearly twice as likely to be married. Both marriage and faith strongly correlate with happiness, as other data demonstrates. But even when differences in marriage and faith are corrected for, if conservatives and liberals were otherwise equal, conservatives would still be 10% more likely to say they were very happy.

			The reason can be found in each party’s prevailing world view. “Conservatives look at society and see a collection of individuals.” Therefore, conservatives tend to believe that personal, individual action is powerful and is where we should focus our efforts. Liberals, however, focus on the collective and tend to believe that the whole society or community must change to achieve any progress, and liberals are also much more likely to cast the disenfranchised as victims. “The conservative reliance on oneself – as opposed to others or the government – makes happiness …a project rather than an entitlement.”

			Happiness is a Gift From Above

			Religion has a great effect on people’s happiness. “In 2004, 43% of religious folks said they were ‘very happy’ with their lives, versus 23 percent of secularists.” This is the case for those of many religious persuasions – Christian, Jewish, as well as other traditions including New Age faiths. The only case where religion is not shown to increase happiness is among those who have strong beliefs in a wrathful, vengeful god.

			It is hard to say whether religion causes happiness or merely correlates with it, for it is possible that people who are naturally happy may tend to practice their faith more. But the community environment that typically accompanies religion is almost certainly a factor in its correlation with happiness. Furthermore, religion also correlates with improved financial happiness, for people who live in religious communities do better than those who don’t, and in fact high religious attendance in a community tends to benefit the entire community. For example, one economist “measured how income for African American Protestants is affected by the church attendance of the Italian American Catholics in the same neighborhood. His conclusion was that the more your neighbors go to church, the more prosperous you will tend to be.” This is one reason why all of us should celebrate and uphold religion in America – it lifts us all up.

			Is Happiness A Family Value?

			Every parent has probably wondered at some moment, given the anguish, difficulty, and stress that can sometimes accompany raising children, whether children actually make one happier? It is a worthwhile question to ask, particularly at a national political level. “We have designed national policies and based political platforms on the idea that family life is the most crucial element in the high quality of American life.” The institutions of marriage and having children are not only protected, but are actively subsidized in many areas of public life.

			The 60’s counter-cultural messages about free love non-withstanding, marriage has been shown to make people happier. For example, “In 2004, 42% of married Americans said they were very happy. Only 23 percent of never-married people said this.” Increased happiness holds true even when corrected for the fact that people who are married tend to have more money and education – if two people are statistically identical except for marriage, the married person is 18% more likely to report that they are happy.

			Having children, on the other hand, has been shown to actually lower happiness – all other things being equal, by approximately 7%. So why do we have them? Is it only because we are wired to reproduce? We can better understand the role of having children in the context of happiness more broadly if we consider that having children gives life meaning and creates opportunities for unconditional love. Furthermore, having children is bundled with the things that do typically correlate with happiness, namely marriage and religion. For example, “52% of married, religious, conservative people with kids are very happy – versus only 14% of single, secular, liberal people without kids.”

			The politics of family life are important to consider. We need to back policies that support marriage and families. The tax policies where those who are married are penalized financially should be eliminated, as should welfare policies that penalize families who are married, for these are in part responsible for the growth in single-parent families. We must also increase the tax breaks for those with children, which currently only aide those in the middle classes. We do not want to become like contemporary Europe, marked by secularism as well as unhappiness, where birthrates are sharply declining and actually comparable to those during “the black plague.”

			Does Money Buy Happiness?

			Although U.S. incomes have risen significantly over the past several decades, happiness levels have not. For example, 30% of Americans reported that they were very happy in 1972, and in 2004, this number had only risen to 31%, while average incomes adjusted for inflation had risen from $25,000 to $38,000.

			Money can certainly be important to well-being, for the poorest countries in the world, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa, are also the unhappiest. But overall, money is not an accurate measure of happiness for those within the U.S. or

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Inequality and (Un)Happiness in America

			
			
			
			
			
			The Secret to Buying Happiness

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Conclusion

			
			
			
					Right or left, political extremism is bad for our nation’s happiness.

					America must defend its tradition of religious faith.

					Family life must be protected.

					We should be quick to defend freedom, but slow to abridge it.

					For happiness, our national priority must be success, not just economic growth.

					We must look for ways to promote opportunity, not economic equality.

					We should celebrate our work, not impose greater leisure.

					A happy America must continue to be a giving nation.
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