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Gross Urban Happiness for
the Global City

Alessandro Marata

The paradox of happiness

Half a century ago Richard Easterlin gave the
definition of his famous paradox that, beyond
a certain threshold of wealth and well-being,
the level of happiness of man stops increas-
ing. Indeed, by the paradox, happiness begins
to decrease. The causes are to be found in a
number of factors that are inherent in the
complexity of life and mind of man.

Ten years have passed since overtaking the
city of man on the campaign. Today more
than half of the inhabitants of planet Earth
live in urban areas and the phenomenon is
growing fast. Among a few decades two thirds
of the world population will be people and
will live in large numbers in urban areas of
large metropolis with frayed borders and un-
defined.

In many cases the urban metabolism, of
which we are the cells, proves to be very ill.
Pathologies seem, at times, incurable: traffic,
air pollution, widespread crime, new forms of
anti-social. And these are only the most obvi-
ous diseases. As regards the traffic remember
some significant data and, once again, appar-
ently paradoxical. Vehicles can get to occupy,
in the most dramatic cases, more than half of
urban open spaces; the majority of the car is
parked and only a small part is in motion; the
average use is of a maximum of two hours per
day; almost always the only seat occupancy
is to the driver; the average speed of displace-
ment, given the time for the search of the
parking, is very low, so as to be comparable,
on paths of medium length, to that of the bi-
cycle; the costis much higher than that result-
ing from the use of public transport. In many
cases, traveling on foot, by bicycle, on pub-
lic transport, is not only healthier, but also
cheaper and faster. It is no longer then only a
matter of philosophical view of life; It is a fact
which translates into greater efficiency. And
greater happiness.

The principle of public happiness

The economist and Nobel laureate David
Kahneman, about homo tecnologicus, re-
minds us that happiness depends not only
wealth, but also the possibility to decide on

many issues that affect our lives. It is able to
decide at the basis of direct democracy. Kahne-
man, continuing the work of Jeremy Bentham
and Cesare Beccaria, redefines the concept
known as the Enlightenment principle of
public happiness. Where it participates more
people declare more satisfaction. The philoso-
pher Philip Pettit strengthens this argument:
the two classical concepts of freedom it adds
a third (negative freedom, I can do everything
that the law does not prevent me, for example,
be rude, positive freedom, I can not do every-
thing I want although not a crime, but some
of the things I want). The third concept of
freedom is the possibility of participation in
public life.

Ethical issues

The German philosopher Hans Jonas, in his
essay The principle of responsibility. Ethics for
technological civilization, watched as the man
he had become more dangerous because of
the nature of what nature was for him. Jonas
stood in the middle of the principle of hope of
Ernst Bloch and the principle of despair Gun-
ther Anders: in this way trying to combine
in a single model universalist ethics and the
political-economic realism.

Umberto Galimberti writes, in Ethical issues.
New behaviors, that today, in the age of tech-
nology, act and make are very important
words for the destiny of ethics and the fate of
man. The technological man is less and less
able to react and take actions in view of a pur-
pose chosen by him. E 'increasingly required
to perform the actions described and pre-
scribed, of which may not even know what
the aims and, in the case know them, he does
not however be liable. In this way those who
work is only responsible of the conditions of
his work, not its purpose. This mode, which
is defined by the technological culture button
pushing, subtracts the ethical principle of per-
sonal responsibility. When asked "How did he
feel when you dropped the atomic bomb on
Hiroshima?" the pilot replied: "Nothing. That
was my job."

The jurist and philosopher Norberto Bobbio
observed that, with the passing years, his writ-
ings were increasingly characterized by some-
thing that could be described as a curvature
of ethical thought. In his essay In Elogio della
Mitezza remembered as Aristotelian ethics,
understood as a discussion of the virtues, had
almost completely disappeared today.
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Bobbio drew then the ethics of Kant, emi-
nently ethic of duty. In the contemporary
world the ethics of duty has become synon-
ymous with ethics of rights and rules.

The modern concept of sustainability bases
its foundation on the ethical concept of
rights and duties to the point that its defini-
tion more concise and effective states that
sustainability is achieved when we are able
to satisfy our needs without diminishing
the ability, for our children , to meet them.
That is to say, it is our duty to act without
limiting the rights of others, present and
future.

Sustainable issues

Finally we reached the age of what we
might call an operational alliance between
nature and technology. Environmentally
sustainable technologies, working for the
environment and not against it, starting to
be considered finally a cultural value. To
understand this type of thinking we need
to consider the architecture according to
a holistic view of an organization whose
whole is a whole greater than the sum of its
parts, which is able to recognize, metabo-
lize, empathize with the environment and
its resources and that helps us to be aware
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and to reflect on the environmental limits
such as diminishing resources, waste dis-
posal, the progressive and rapid increase of
the sources of pollution.

If Jonas defends the right ethical nature,
Serres does more. In his book The natural
contract he give nature the status of legal
entity: if we want life to continue, we must
reverse the traditional anthropocentric
perspective and take a natural contract, in
which the two subjects are man and nature.
These are the basics of deep ecology that
wants to establish rules, rights and du-
ties. The important thing is that this base
will not give in to the sirens of the anti-
humanism and anti-modernism. Italy has
a profoundly unscientific and therefore the
danger is real. No coincidence Umberto Ve-
ronesi has proposed an Alliance for Science
and a European Authority.

Willard Quine said: attention, tradition,
sometimes, provides values that allow you
to avoid having to decide.

This fact, combined with the traditional
italic Akrasia, the weakness of the will (Ar-
istotle again), that drives us to make, some-
times, choices at odds with what we think
is good for us, has caused and continues to
cause a lot of damage in Italy .

Avishai Margalit in his essay The Decent
Society, argues that contemporary society,
even before that right, must avoid to hu-
miliate and embarrass its members. It must
be so, even against those who are not yet,
but it will be, holders of rights.

Towards a sustainable and ethical
urbatettura

The issue is serious. Obesity or, at best, the
overweight, a problem that is worrying, in
different ways, almost all of the so-called
industrialized countries. The question is
obviously ironic and perplexing, consider-
ing the persistent imbalance at the dawn of
the third millennium, the distribution of
the resources of the planet. This fact means
that even today, in many parts of the world,
the main daily problem is to have a proper
nutrition, to have little to eat. Many re-
searches are warning that continuing with
the current rates, within a few decades the
majority of adults in developed societies
pass from simple overweight to obesity,
which is no longer simply an aesthetic fea-
ture of our body, but it is a metabolic dis-
ease and social. And what is worse is that
it is sure that this phenomenon also affects
children.



The comments on the increase in body
weight combined with those on laziness in-
duced by lifestyle, lead us to be able to say
that we live in obesogenic environments.
The sedentary lifestyle that characterizes
the hours dedicated to studies, leisure and
work lead us to think that you get fat not
only in relation to what and how you eat.
The discouragement of physical inactivity
could then become a priority in the design of
public spaces and private. The slim city we
recently read in the print media and on the
internet is nothing more than a model city
that stimulates, promotes and facilitates the
movement. It makes, therefore, happier.
However, as often happens when you want to
promote a concept objectively dense of posi-
tive and interesting, you can fall into the trap
of oversimplifying solutions and propose
trivial things or, at worst, real errors: propose
narrower streets and wider sidewalks, hous-
es without elevators, less remote controls,
televisions, air conditioners and fast food.
Not only with the promotion of small good
practices that you can fix it. We will not live
better demonizing the conveniences that
the progress we make available. This prac-
tice can at best reach the aim of making the
city, but not to fix it. The good practices are
important from the point of view of quality,
but often insignificant from the quantitative
point of view.

Better design spaces of the city would im-
prove the quality of life of the average citizen.
The quality of life which tend not only the
physiological, but also psychological. A really
important first step would be to remove, as far
as possible, the car from our life. Certainly it is
not possible for everyone: it is obvious. All the
considerations on which we are thinking is
based on a statistical basis. Nothing personal.
There is no doubt that the pedestrianization
of urban spaces produces welfare from multi-
ple viewpoints. Aside from the obvious incen-
tive of the movement, it induces sociability
among individuals, reduces air pollution and
the phenomena of petty crime; if combined
with the small retailers also promotes the di-
versification of trade.

Pedestrianize space can also help character-
ize the Ecological Footprint in a positive en-
vironment in which we work, live and play.
Walk or bike means having a perceptual
experience of the world really complete: all

five senses are involved and they are with
human rhythms. The dynamic perception of
space has written very well and the French
philosopher Paul Virilio, to describe this
new concept coined the term dromology. And
Zygmunt Bauman, in his description of the
liquid society, explains accurately the effects
of the increasing speed of the factors that
characterize modern life. The polish sociolo-
gist shows that these effects impoverished,
slowing it down, the sedimentation process
of understanding, learning and development
of our experiences. The subsequent result is
a general impoverishment of the stratifica-
tion of our wisdom, which tends to remain
superficial.

About slim city, you can find some interest-
ing example, because somewhere something
has been done. There are cities like Oslo Nor-
way, Germany's Munster, the Swedish Malmo
offering, with success, models that go in this
direction. The case of Malmo is particularly
symbolic, because in 2000 he built a great
neighborhood where the caris banned in ev-
eryday life and it is mainly for well-defined
needs arising from the emergency and to the
transfer of goods. In this place, the term sus-
tainability has been declined in all its many
virtuous aspects: environmental, social, eco-
nomic and, we might add, metabolic.

The buildings have been designed and man-
ufactured to the highest principles of bio-
climatic architecture for which they have a
limited energy consumption so they do not
need to connect to public networks. Some
produce more energy than they consume.
The separate collection of household waste
is through a collection system pneumatic
underground. The purification of water is
achieved through phytoremediation. Roofs
and facades are solar collectors and photovol-
taic cells. The outdoor areas, all pedestrians,
are perfect in every detail and offer citizens a
great deal of places to stop and talk, walk and
jog, play: in a word, to socialize. An urban
paradise that is the dream of every architect
who puts as priority values of professional
ethics and environmental sustainability.
They are unfortunately not able to provide
data on the weight of the population. Iwatch
and wonder: Malmo is certainly a slim city,
but its inhabitants are leaner than average?
In Oklahoma City, one of the twenty cities
fattest of America, the mayor said that one
of his goals would be to lose four hundred

tons to its inhabitants by 2008. The objective
is not so strange when you consider that the
theme of 'Obesity, malnutrition and overnu-
trition, it has become one of the hot topics
in the electoral programs of the American
primaries. In London it is proposing to set up
cooking classes in elementary schools and
to cut free care to those who are obese for
too much food. They were even established
prizes to those slimming. Medical treatment
for diseases caused by overweight are, in fact,
a significant cost to the community: one
might suggest the slogan that people get fat
also depletes you. In London it is also born
a new figure who provides advice on alter-
native pedestrian paths; It cost ten million
pounds, but did fall by twelve percent car
use and increase of thirty one bicycle: money
well spent. In Europe, including Italy, they
are valuable programs and the promotion of
VeloCity. In Trento, the Archdiocese has pro-
moted a waiver Lenten car, a sort of ecologi-
cal fasting. A religious act when viewed from
the perspective of the distorted reflection on
the social role of the car, but also ethically if
aimed at promoting best practices useful to
safeguard the environment in which we live.
Happiness in the sacrifice.

It seemsincredible, but there is also the other
side of the coin. There is a part of the blogo-
sphere called fatosphere. It 'a community
that claims the thought fat positive arguing
that the overweight hurt. Puts, of course, also
questioned the assertion, proposed by all the
media advertising, that being thin means be-
ing more beautiful. It seems that this activity
counter is steadily increasing. The human
being is really fun and unpredictable.

My innate optimism leads me to say, to con-
clude these brief considerations, that man
has always solved its problems and then will
do it again. The remedies described can have
a significant effect in the solution of the is-
sue of overweight in any case, at present and
in the light of what is observed, it seems to
continue its relentless rise? The problem
of obesity is likely to be solved, but I'm not
so sure that the roads are indicated as effec-
tive, although they are useful and should be
pursued with tenacity, determination and se-
verity. I tend to think more realistically that
obesity will perhaps defeat, in most cases,
chemically: a pill colored with miraculous
powers. We can not forget that man is the
only animal bad, envious and self-defeating.
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