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● Semiotics of Happiness

Dr. Ashley Frawley

According to the Swansea University website:

Originally from Canada and a member of Nipissing First Nation, Ashley lectures on

social problems, the economics of social policy, parenting culture and the sociology of

health and illness.

Her research explores the rising importance attributed to emotions and behaviour in an

era of ‘no alternative’ to capitalism. She is particularly interested in ‘vulnerable’

constructions of human subjects in the rhetoric of new social problems. She is the

author of Semiotics of Happiness: rhetorical beginnings of a public problem published

by Bloomsbury in 2015 and the forthcoming Significant Emotions which explores the

seemingly never ending rise and fall of new emotional panaceas for social problems.

She is a member of the editorial board for Zero Books and writes for a variety of popular

online and print publications.

Selection of Previous Interviews
Ashley Frawley: the Dangers of Happiness

13 of Ashley Frawley Podcasts Interviews | Updated Daily

https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/semiotics-of-happiness-9781472523716/?fbclid=IwAR3z944HlY_AZGbE_Cr74slfd43Lt8l77ewwD7IuqdCaOYDPofVHmLIyKFo
https://www.swansea.ac.uk/staff/human-and-health-sciences/public-health-policy-and-social-sciences/frawley-a/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oji8LCbCi4I
https://www.owltail.com/people/A4Lae-ashley-frawley/appearances
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Dr. Frawley: On Happiness
Self-esteem, mindfulness: These themes, Dr. Frawley argues, are largely variations on

the same fad, focused on explaining to people how they can control their own

happiness … all without challenging the society whose policies may be making them

unhappy in the first place. A focus on happiness can feel empowering for people, but it

won’t materially change their circumstances. And, Frawley feels, it re-centers the

individual’s internal lack of happiness as a problem to be fixed with medication or

meditation — turning them into a patient rather than someone exercising agency.

Happiness as a metric isn’t particularly useful for changing or measuring society, and is

instead popular because it sounds good and appeals to people across the political

spectrum.

The idea of measuring happiness more analytically was initially popularized in 1972 by

the Kingdom of Bhutan — though critics point out that the positive publicity around

Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index conveniently distracted from an ethnic

cleansing in the country. Now several other nations, including the United Kingdom,

Dubai and Australia, have begun to collect national statistics on happiness and

well-being. The United Nations even issues a yearly World Happiness Report, ranking

Finland No. 1 this year.

In general, Frawley is suspicious of ideas that seem good but may be more complex in

reality. For example, she’s been involved with a campaign fighting against the

anti-smacking movement, which seeks to ban hitting children in places like Wales.

Though she says she doesn’t use corporal punishment on her two children, she also
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thinks such rules are apt to target poor and indigenous families, and that people are

reluctant to oppose them because nobody wants to seem like they’re in favor of hitting

kids. Similarly, nobody wants to seem like they’re against people being happy.

Mental Health, Social Problems, and Happiness

Sourced from rostra: Dr. Frawley explained that the categorisation of mental health

problems has exploded in recent years. This is inherently problematic, as humans tend

to associate their personality to the categories of the groups they belong to. Moreover,

behaviours that used to be considered normal have become mental disorders.

Nevertheless, she recognises that despite the boom in categories, diagnosis rates have

not followed suit. She goes on to say that this obsession with human emotion is

detrimental to the social psyche since it individualises what is essentially a social issue.

Society tends to interpret problems through emotional frames. She believes that as

social problems become naturalised, human nature will reassert itself as a form of

paradigm. Moreover, she criticises that society has become pedantic and meticulous in

defining social problems, rather than addressing the underlying causes of those

problems. Furthermore, it has burdened itself with determining what it is to be human.

This ultimately stems from the philosophical question of whether human nature is

innately static or dynamic.

https://rostraeconomica.nl/covid-19-dispatch-ashley-frawley-talks-the-dangers-of-happiness/
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Corona and Happiness

Dr Ashley Frawley on Happiness & the Present

The Semiotics of Happiness

According to ResearchGate, The Semiotics of Happiness examines the rise of

'happiness' (and its various satellite terminologies) as a social and political semiotic,

exploring its origins in the US and subsequent spread into the UK and across the globe.

The research takes as its starting point the development of discussions about

happiness in UK newspapers in which dedicated advocates began to claim that a new

'science of happiness' had been discovered and argued for social and political change

on its behalf.

Through an in-depth analysis of the written and visual rhetoric and subsequent

activities of these influential 'claims-makers', Frawley argues that happiness became a

serious political issue not because of a growing unhappiness in society nor a demand

'on the ground' for new knowledge about it, but rather because influential and dedicated

'insiders' took the issue on at a cultural moment when problems cast in emotional terms

were particularly likely to make an impact. Emerging from the analysis is the

observation that, while apparently positive and light-hearted, the concern with

happiness implicitly affirms a 'vulnerability' model of human functioning, encourages a

morality of low expectations, and in spite of the radical language used to describe it, is

ultimately conservative and ideally suited to an era of 'no alternative' (to capitalism).

https://imperfectbuddha.com/2020/04/11/dr-ashley-frawley-on-happiness-the-present/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275348483_The_Semiotics_of_Happiness_Rhetorical_Beginnings_of_a_Public_Problem
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