Free to Be Happy

The declaration of independence enshrined the pursuit as everyone’s right. But the founders had something much bigger than bliss in mind.
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Sitting in his small two-room suite in the bricklayer Jacob Graff’s house at Seventh and Market Streets in Philadelphia — he hated the flies from nearby stables and fields — Thomas Jefferson used a small wooden writing desk (a kind of 18th century laptop) to draft the report of a subcommittee of the Second Continental Congress in June 1776. There were to be many edits and changes to what became known as the Declaration of Independence — far too many for the writerly and sensitive Jefferson — but the fundamental rights of man as Jefferson saw them remained consistent: the rights to life, to liberty and, crucially, to “the pursuit of happiness.”

To our eyes and ears, human equality and the liberty to build a happy life are inextricably linked in the cadences of the Declaration, and thus in America’s idea of itself. We are not talking about happiness in only the sense of good cheer or delight, though good cheer and delight are surely elements of happiness. Jefferson and his colleagues were contemplating something more comprehensive — more revolutionary, if you will. Garry Wills’ classic 1978 book on the Declaration, Inventing America, puts it well: “When Jefferson spoke of pursuing happiness,” wrote Wills, “he had nothing vague or private in mind. He meant public happiness which is measurable; which is, indeed, the test and justification of any government.”

The thinking about happiness came to American shores most directly from the work of John Locke and from Scottish-Irish philosopher Francis Hutcheson. During the Enlightenment period of the 1700s, thinkers and politicians struggled with redefining the role of the individual inside of their community. In Jefferson’s hands, the concept of “happiness” may be better understood as the pursuit of individual excellence that shapes the life of a broader community. 

But, if the 18th century meaning of happiness connoted civic responsibility, the word has occasionally been taken to be more about private gratification than public good. From early Puritan minister John Winthrop to Jefferson to Lincoln, Americans have been defined by our sense of our own exceptionalism — and a sense of our own destiny. What Americans don’t always let on is that we know that we have only been promised a chance to pursue happiness — not to catch it. We’re optimists and believers, yes, but we’re practical about it, even if we don’t want you to know it.

Unbeknownst to some, the original wording of Jefferson’s phrase was to read “…life, liberty, and the pursuit of property”, but was changed, in Jefferson’s wording, because it sounded more “felicitous”, a word that simply means “more appropriate”. Much is often made of this simple replacement, but the fact remains that property and happiness are essential to the Jeffersonian pursuit, for “property” has long proven to be a “determiner” of political and social liberty. As Jefferson’s friend and neighbor James Madison would say, however, the test is to find balance and proportion. 

We must, therefore, be doing something right. The genius of the American experiment is the nation’s capacity to create hope in a world suffused with fear. And while we are too often more concerned with our own temporary feelings of happiness than we are with the common good, we still believe, with Jefferson, that governments are instituted to enable us to live our lives as we wish, to have the individual rights that make us happy and free to pursue our own levels of happiness! For Jefferson and his contemporaries — and, thankfully, for most of their successors in positions of ultimate authority — the point of our government was to enable human creativity and ingenuity and possibility, not to constrict it.

