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As I sit down to write this, it is March 20, the International Day of 
Happiness. The United Nations decreed it a holiday in 2012, following a 
high-profile international meeting on happiness and well-being and the 
publication of the first World Happiness Report (Helliwell et al.). When the 
holiday was first celebrated in 2013, its Facebook page announced a special 
“21 Day Happiness Habit Challenge,” and in 2015, an official-looking 
website, whose ownership remains undisclosed, advised everyone to 
download a personalized “free Happiness Pack to get involved” (Day of 
Happiness). Today, those wishing to see how their good mood is trending in 
the global political and ecological arenas can consult the new Happiness 
Report 2013 (Helliwell et al.) or use other tools that are more regularly 
updated, like the World Database of Happiness, coordinated at the 
University of Rotterdam, and Happy Planet Index, created by the New 
Economics Foundation. In-depth information about the latest developments 
in happiness is also available in the Journal of Happiness Studies: An 
Interdisciplinary Forum on Subjective Well-Being (published since 2000), 
The International Journal of Wellbeing (launched in 2011), the International 
Journal of Happiness and Development (founded in 2012), The Journal of 
Happiness & Well-Being (founded in 2013), and half a dozen others 
(Journals on Happiness and Wider Quality of Life). 

But how did all this start? How did an emotional state and a moral 
category evolve into a concept so neatly corresponding to Giorgio 
Agamben’s take on Michel Foucault’s “dispositive” (translated into English 
as “apparatus”): a heterogeneous “network” connecting people, institutions, 
discourses, and objects emerging “at the intersection of power relations and 
relations of knowledge” (Foucault 139 qtd. in Agamben 3)? “Happiness” 
became a measure of collective, rather than individual, well-being thanks to 
the political philosophers of the late Baroque period and the Enlightenment 
and was launched into the realm of law thanks to America’s founding 
fathers. Further attempts to proclaim individual and collective happiness a 
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political goal followed in the 1800s. Such was, in fact, the verbiage in 
Spain’s Constitution of 1812 adopted by the delegates to the Cortes of 
Cádiz, who declared “la felicidad de la nación” (the nation’s happiness) their 
main objective and stated that “el fin de toda sociedad política no es otro que 
el bienestar de los individuos que la componen” (Congreso de los 
Diputados) (the aim of any political association is none other than the 
wellbeing of individuals comprising it). Not until the twenty-first century 
and the rise of the welfare state, however, did “happiness” fully develop into 
a tool of international policy-making, a global industry, and an academic 
sub-discipline.  

No matter how obvious the biopolitical nature of such a continuous 
measuring, recording, and reporting of well-being might be, the language of 
happiness offers a challenge to thinkers critical of neoliberal lingo. There 
have been appealing proposals for ways to counter the corrupted uses of 
“happiness” from fields ranging from linguistics to food studies. These 
proposals usually include collecting, understanding “from the ground up,” 
and taking on the indigenous notions of “good life” or “bien-vivir (good 
living—a translation of the Quechua concept of sumak kawsay)” (Appadurai 
292). Judith Butler proposes another way to resist the discourse of happiness 
by testing the seriousness of its defense of humanity: simply asking what it 
counts as “life” and whether it treats all lives as “lives worth protecting, 
lives worth saving, lives worth grieving” (xxiv). 

Even when they can agree that the concepts have been co-opted and 
have lost their original meaning, writers still find it hard to replace the 
adulterated labels with clear mottos resistant to simulation that are easy to 
write on placards. The work of Amaia Orozco Pérez, a Spanish feminist 
economist, gives us a good example of this difficulty. Sorting through 
available terminology to define the purpose of her own research, Orozco 
finds herself continuously forced to point out and try to cancel the alienated 
meanings of the words she is using, putting ideologically charged terms such 
as “production” or “crisis” as Derridean “strikethrough concepts” (34), 
hyphenating “bien-estar” (well-being) to distinguish it from the other, 
already over-determined, “bien estar” (wellbeing), and explaining that her 
own definition of “sustainable life” comes from ecological theory and not 
from the capitalist “sustainable development” (23-24).1 The result is often as 
tautological as Orozco’s definition of “buen vivir” (good living): “la noción 
éticamente codificada y democráticamente discutida de vida vivible en 
condiciones de universalidad e igualdad en la diversidad” (79) (the ethically 
codified and democratically discussed concept of life livable under 
conditions of universality and equality in diversity).  

While writers and researchers are still trying to come up with fair, 
inclusive, and unalterable slogans for today’s heterogeneous struggles, the 
street is forging its own language. In Spain, groups protesting against 
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unemployment, unfair housing rules, political corruption, abuses committed 
by the banks, and the general crumbling of the welfare state and the “falling 
through the cracks” of those reliant on it are now demanding “dignidad” 
(dignity)—not happiness. In a country where several previous generations 
had been configured, in Manuel Vázquez Montalbán’s sarcastic description, 
as “pobretes pero alegretes” (poor yet cheerful), such a movement away 
from happiness and toward the pre-capitalist values of honor and respect 
deserves closer attention (49). 

Among the prophets or forerunners of Spanish happiness skepticism we 
find the narrator of Félix de Azúa’s 1986 novel Historia de un idiota 
contada por él mismo, o El contenido de la felicidad (An Idiot’s History 
Told by Himself, or The Meaning of Happiness). Having staged his own life 
as an experiment with the different kinds of happiness available to a middle-
class Spanish male growing up under Franco and maturing during the 
Transition, Azúa’s nameless narrator comes to a realization that happiness is 
just a smoke screen leading humanity toward the end of its history: “Mundos 
felices, sociedades felices, humanidad feliz, cultura de la felicidad; éste es el 
contenido de la guerra, de la explotación, de la estafa, de la destrucción. 
Estas son las banderas de brillantes colores que preceden la columna de 
esclavos camino de su exterminio” (125) (Happy worlds, happy societies, 
happy humanity, the culture of happiness; their real name is war, 
exploitation, deceit, destruction. They are bright banners leading a column of 
slaves toward extermination). My essay in the volume, Ethics of Life: 
Contemporary Iberian Debates, takes a closer look at the years between late 
Francoism and the early Transition of the 1970s, to retrieve the moment in 
Spain’s history when happiness left the realm of human sensibility to 
become a tool of policy-making. As I argue, this shift was made possible 
thanks to the rise in the Spanish political lexicon of a new concept of 
“quality of life” (worded as either “calidad de la vida” or “calidad de vida”), 
which proved flexible enough to convey meanings far removed from each 
other: tourism-driven development, the responsible use of resources, and the 
revived fascist quest for a “social state.”  

As discussed in the essay, the implications that the “quality of life” 
politics had for Spain become much clearer if one approaches early 1970s 
Spain—a country turned into a tourism destination to get its share of the 
global market and now facing a world economic crisis—as a territory where 
global capital had to enter into contact with a nationally-bound political 
power. Spain’s retrenched regime was pressured by its own regions seeking 
national sovereignty, semi-official and clandestine groups in opposition to 
its existence, and, finally, interest groups fighting for political power, like 
the technocrats linked to the Opus Dei (conservative Catholic organization) 
and the Falange. Since the 1960s, international investors wishing to work in 
Spain had been mastering the lingo of tourism, Spain’s first global industry. 
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By the 1970s, however, it became clear to wider sectors within Spanish 
society that the government had been acting as these investors’ direct 
partner, seeking occasional support from local bureaucrats and excluding 
national oligarchs and entrepreneurs. In large part, the 1970s debates about 
“quality of life” was a way for these oligarchs and entrepreneurs to demand 
greater participation in this system, not to be confused with real political 
opposition or the real defense of the natural environment. 

Roberto Roccu’s recent work on globalization in national contexts, 
grounded in David Harvey’s interpretation of neoliberalism, is relevant for 
understanding what was really at stake in the “quality of life” controversy. 
According to Roccu, for global capital to become acceptable in the 
territories that are on the receiving end, international financial operations 
have to find support among the national oligarchs of that territory and adjust 
to their ways of doing business. Roccu distinguishes two stages in this 
process—“hybridization” and “domestication” (431–432)—whereby global 
capital acquires the forms and shapes recognizable to locals. While this 
mutual adjustment is taking place, and also after it is achieved, national 
authorities remain complicit with the policies of “dispossession” by which 
global capital expands: privatization of public assets, manipulation of crises, 
and state redistribution (Harvey 159–165 qtd. in Roccu 427). On the surface, 
during that time, Spanish discussions about “quality of life” could be 
explained by the growing awareness of these inequalities among different 
social groups: what Harvey calls a “broad alliance of the discontented, the 
alienated, the deprived and the dispossessed” (Harvey 240 qtd. in Roccu 
424). However, although Spain’s debut in globalization indeed produced 
such an alliance, broad enough to cut through the harshest ideological 
differences and opposing party affiliations, in my story, Spain’s discontented 
misunderstood dispossession and, with counted exceptions, forgot about 
alienation. Tourism, chastised as a pollutant, was soon back to being 
disguised as “leisure,” one of the most seductive biopolitical illusions that 
alienated humanity has produced to console itself, to its governors’ delight 
(Vilarós; Minca and Oakes 12–37). Spain is still under the spell of that 
illusion. 

 
 

Notes 
 
1. I owe to Luis I. (Iñaki) Prádanos García my familiarity with Amaia Orozco’s work. I 

am grateful to Sally Anna Boule for her editorial revisions of this text. 
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