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1 	 | 	 INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM OF HAPPINESS

Contemporary	western	societies	face	an	urgent	paradox.	Our	culture,	media,	political	leaders,	healthcare	workers,	edu-
cators,	city	authorities,	businesses,	employers,	and	our	own	personal	technologies	are	increasingly	concerned	with	mea-
suring,	mapping,	and	managing	our	happiness.	Yet	misery,	social	division,	depression,	and	mental	distress	are	increasing	
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Abstract
Happiness	has	become	a	high-	profile	goal	for	national	governments,	city	authori-
ties,	and	technology	developers	finding	new	ways	to	map	and	measure	emotions	
through	happiness	economics,	urban	management,	and	digital	emotion-	sensing.	
This	 paper	 advances	 critical	 geographical	 analysis	 of	 the	 neglected	 ration-
ales,	 mechanisms,	 and	 implications	 of	 promoting	 the	 emotion	 of	 happiness.	
Researchers,	policy-	makers,	and	publics	alike	are	intrigued	and	troubled	by	how	
a	growing	concern	with	mapping	and	monitoring	human	happiness	can	co-	occur	
with	increasing	levels	of	social	inequality,	human	suffering,	anxiety,	and	sadness.	
The	paper	outlines	 the	 intersection	between	three	key	trajectories	(economisa-
tion,	spatialisation,	and	technologisation)	in	order	to	demonstrate	how	particular	
assumptions	about	space,	time,	scale,	and	subjectivity	are	implied	in	the	framing	
of	happiness	as	an	objective	scientific	construct	to	be	measured,	and	as	a	problem	
of	government.	These	trajectories	combine	to	create	what	I	 term	a	new	spatial	
science	of	emotions,	which	is	yet	to	be	defined,	empirically	documented,	and	crit-
ically	analysed.	It	considers	what	kind	of	economic	futures	and	contested	knowl-
edge	practices	are	laid	out	by	this	new	spatial	science	of	emotions.	By	bringing	
together	 insights	 from	critical	economic	geographies	of	neuroscientific	and	be-
havioural	forms	of	governance,	geographies	of	well-	being,	and	social	theories	of	
embodied	technologies,	the	paper	challenges	researchers	to	shift	attention	from	
subjective	well-	being	to	public	well-	being.
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(WHO,	2017).	The	pursuit	of	subjective	well-	being	is	plainly	not	having	the	desired	effect,	and	some	experts	now	identify	
its	promotion	as	being	“toxic	and	harmful	to	wellbeing	outcomes”	through	its	neglect	of	“temporal	considerations	such	
as	inequality,	inter-	generationality	and	sustainability”	(Atkinson,	2020,	p.	1).	Yet	since	the	turn	of	the	millennium,	happi-
ness	research	has	proliferated.	Nation	states	and	government	agencies	across	the	globe	are	now	concerned	with	maximis-
ing	national	happiness,	often	as	a	counter	to	more	economic	definitions	of	progress	such	as	Gross	Domestic	Product.	The	
establishment	of	annual	World Happiness Reports	(in	2012)	and	the	OECD Better Life Index	(in	2011)	signifies	concerted	
international	effort	to	redefine	global	economic	growth	in	terms	of	happiness	and	well-	being.	Countries	have	begun	to	
compare	themselves	with	others	in	the	global	league	tables	of	happiness.	In	the	UK,	the	Government's	centrepiece	policy	
evaluation	guidance,	The Green Book,	now	recommends	the	use	of	subjective	well-	being	evidence	(HM	Treasury,	2018,	p.	
42).	Action	on	place-	based	and	people-	centred	urban	development,	reducing	inequalities,	and	fostering	resilience	have	
shaped	an	international	urban	well-	being	agenda	(Shekhar	et	al.,	2019;	UN	Habitat9,	2017;	WHO,	2018).

Contemporary	advances	in	biosensing	technology	and	mobile	happiness	apps	intensify	the	acquisition	of	spatialised	
data,	economic	analysis	of	happiness,	and	management	of	embodied	measures	of	emotions,	with	current	prototypes	
even	proposing	to	embed	technologies	under	the	human	skin.	This	heralds	a	new	era	for	pioneering	technology	develop-
ers	and	researchers	who	are	seeking	novel	insights	into	the	objective	measurement	and	mapping	of	real-	time	geo-	located	
emotions.	At	the	intersection	of	processes	of	economisation,	spatialisation,	and	technologisation,	which	operate	across	
vastly	different	scales,	a	new	spatial	science	of	emotions	is	evolving	through	happiness	research	and	policies.	What	we	
learn	from	considering	how	they	operate	across	scales	is	a	set	of	promises	around	engineering	objective,	behavioural	and	
universal	solutions	to	the	problems	of	urban	well-	being,	which	call	for	further	scrutiny.	This	paper	critically	analyses	
the	key	trajectories,	assumptions,	mechanisms,	effects,	and	implications	of	this	new	science.	It	argues	that	technologies	
of	happiness	such	as	urban	biosensing	and	digital	emotion-	sensing	techniques	are	both	reliant	on	an	economisation	of	
definitions	of	happiness	and	a	future	promise	of	the	“objective”	governability	of	subjective	emotions.	These	can	be	used	
to	both	promote	a	limited	vision	of	future	urban	well-	being	and	open	up	human	subjectivity	to	more	spatialised	surveil-
lance	techniques.	Rethinking	the	public,	political,	and	contested	contours	of	urban	well-	being	as	it	is	enacted	through	
particular	strands	of	economic	knowledge,	urban	management,	and	digital	sensing	technologies	provides	a	starting	point	
for	future	geographical	research.

The	measurement	of	subjective	well-	being	assumes	that	it	can	be	quantified.	Subjective	well-	being	usually	refers	to	
a	person's	self-	reported	happiness	as	distinct	from	objective	indicators	of	their	well-	being	or	quality	of	life	such	as	their	
income,	employment	status,	or	living	environment.	Subjective	well-	being	is	often	split	into	three	dimensions:	evaluative	
(such	as	in	the	Gallup	World	Poll	or	World	Happiness	Reports,	also	termed	life	satisfaction);	eudaimonic	(referring	to	
a	person's	sense	of	whether	their	life	seems	purposeful	or	worthwhile);	and	hedonic	(in	psychology,	also	termed	“hap-
piness”).	 It	 is	 timely	 to	apply	critical	perspectives	 that	examine	 the	economic,	physiological,	 and	emotional	assump-
tions	that	have	made	these	developments	both	possible	and	attractive	as	ways	to	“capture”	subjective	human	experience	
(Davies,	2017;	Dow	Schüll,	2016;	Lupton,	2016).	A	new	emphasis	on	“public	well-	being”	is	needed	in	order	to	address	the	
limitations	of	subjective	well-	being	measurement	and	policy.

The	key	features	of	public	well-	being	are	that	it	is:	(1)	collective	–		it	rejects	the	individualising	tendencies	of	the	cat-
egory	of	subjective	well-	being;	(2)	political	–		it	acknowledges	that	defining	well-	being	is	itself	contested	terrain,	which	
has	specific	political	currency	through	which	power	can	be	exercised;	(3)	situated	–		well-	being	is	distributed	in	spatially	
uneven	ways,	emerges	 in	relation	to	specific	contexts,	and	depends	on	existing	social	structures;	 (4)	embodied	–		 it	 is	
concerned	with	but	not	reducible	to	feelings,	and	is	tangled	up	with	the	complex	dynamics	of	identity-	formation,	social	
difference,	and	processes	of	cultural	norming;	(5)	exteriorised	–		well-	being	is	not	necessarily	something	one	looks	inside	
oneself	to	find	but	is	related	to	the	world	around,	to	others,	and	to	the	public	expression	of	feelings.

The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	demonstrate	how	the	notion	of	public	well-	being	draws	out	the	geographical	dimensions	
of	emerging	trends	and	critiques	of	subjective	well-	being.	This	can	be	useful	in	questioning	the	scale	at	which	solutions	
to	 social	and	 individual	problems	of	well-	being	are	proposed,	as	well	 as	advancing	understanding	of	how	happiness	
has	been	framed	as	a	scientific	construct	to	be	measured,	and	a	problem	of	government.	It	achieves	this	by	synthesising	
hitherto	disparate	literatures	from	critical	economic	geographies	of	neuroscientific	and	behavioural	forms	of	governance,	
geographies	of	well-	being,	and	social	theories	of	embodied	technologies.	Across	these	literatures,	issues	of	space,	time,	
and	scale	are	explored	to	demonstrate	how	situating	subjectivity	can	aid	understanding	of	the	potential	failure	or	success	
of	improving	happiness	through	public	policy.	This	refers	to	the	ways	in	which	processes	of	subject-	formation	need	to	be	
taken	into	account	in	understanding	well-	being,	consciousness,	and	human	behaviour	in	particular	geo-	historical	con-
texts	(Pykett,	2015,	2013)	and	Schwanen	and	Wang	(2014).	“Happy	subjects”	are	not	out	in	the	world	waiting	to	be	found,	
the	secrets	to	their	happiness	to	be	revealed	in	the	form	of	lifestyle	advice.	Instead,	subjects	of	happiness	are	constituted	
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and	rendered	objective	by	the	very	processes,	standards,	indicators,	policies,	and	technologies	by	which	they	are	said	to	
be	measured.	Second,	recent	advances	in	theorising	relational	well-	being	from	the	subdiscipline	of	geographies	of	health	
and	well-	being	are	supplemented	with	critical	insights	on	behavioural	economics	and	behavioural	forms	of	governance	
in	order	to	demonstrate	how	particular	knowledge	practices	are	configured	and	orchestrated	at	different	scales	to	shape	
the	emerging	spatial	science	of	happiness.	This	is	an	important	step	for	geographers	to	consider	in	order	to	outline	what	
approaches	are	necessary	for	the	transformative	strategies	needed	to	ensure	inclusive	and	sustainable	forms	of	public	
well-	being	promotion.	Finally,	 the	assumptions,	mechanics,	and	discourses	of	biosensing	and	urban	emotion-	sensing	
technologies	are	explored.	A	technological	promise	for	the	future	of	cities	is	conferred	by	novel	partnerships	between	
governments,	industry,	and	universities	in	advancing	biosensing	and	data-	driven	research	on	urban	happiness.	Digital	
and	affective	geographies	can	be	strengthened	by	attention	to	 the	historical	and	contemporary	representational	prac-
tices	and	politics	of	digitally	mediated	emotion	measurement	by	developing	a	 theoretical	account	of	digital	affective	
governance.

The	 paper	 documents	 how	 a	 specifically	 economised	 and	 spatialised	 account	 of	 observable	 and	 objectified	 abe-
havioural	happiness	has	become	the	basis	for	contemporary	technological	innovation	and	experimentation	in	the	emerg-
ing	field	of	urban	emotion	measurement	and	commercial	biosensing.	The	first	section	discusses	the	economisation	of	
happiness	in	academic	debate	as	well	as	in	international	public	policy	agendas.	It	examines	the	challenges	of	construct	
definition	and	measurement,	as	identified	by	geographical	research	on	well-	being	and	the	simultaneously	behaviourist	
and	universalising	knowledge	practices	surrounding	the	science	of	happiness	that	now	inform	global	public	policy.	The	
following	 section	describes	 the	 spatial	and	political	 economic	 imaginaries	associated	with	 the	growth	of	place-	based	
‘happy	city’	initiatives,	contrasting	the	economic	futures	envisaged	in	different	political	contexts.	The	final	section	ex-
amines	the	convergence	of	these	trends	with	psychophysiological	and	neural	accounts	of	body–	space	relations.	Together	
these	insights	demonstrate	the	potential	blindspots	of	an	emerging	spatial	science	of	emotions,	and	the	paper	advances	
avenues	of	critical	enquiry	needed	to	scrutinise	their	politics.

2 	 | 	 GLOBAL GOVERNANCE OF HAPPINESS ECONOMICS

2.1	 |	 Questioning behavioural happiness

Econometric	techniques	are	fast	becoming	established	methods	for	measuring,	modelling,	and	mapping	‘who	is	happy,	
where	and	why’	at	a	national	scale	across	the	world.	The	World Happiness Report	provides	an	annual	index	of	the	na-
tional	spatial	variation	in	subjective	well-	being	by	using	data	from	the	Gallup	World	Poll,	which	asks	respondents	to	
evaluate	their	life	on	a	scale	from	0	to	10	(Helliwell	et	al.,	2012,	p.	11).	Multiple	regression	modelling	is	then	used	to	
explain	how	much	of	a	given	nation's	happiness	can	be	explained	by	six	conditional	factors:	GDP	per	capita,	life	expec-
tancy,	generosity,	social	support,	freedom,	and	perceptions	of	corruption	(Helliwell	et	al.,	2013,	p.	19).	There	has	been	
considerable	effort	on	behalf	of	national	statistical	agencies	and	the	OECD	to	standardise	happiness	metrics	in	order	to	
ensure	international	comparability	and	to	inform	public	policy	(OECD,	2013,	p.	3).	However,	the	policy	impacts	of	the	
widespread	adoption	of	these	measures	are	as	yet	relatively	unknown	(Exton	&	Shinwell,	2018,	p.	24).

The	 idea	 that	 happiness	 can	 be	 enumerated,	 measured,	 and	 mapped,	 and	 that	 it	 varies	 geographically,	 is	 now	
widely	accepted	as	the	basis	for	the	field	of	Happiness	Studies.	Happiness	Studies	emerged	at	the	turn	of	the	21st	cen-
tury	as	a	result	of	developments	within	psychology	(Seligman,	1999;	Veenhoven	et	al.,	2000)	and	economics	(Layard,	
2005).	Within	economics,	a	recognition	that	increasing	levels	of	income	and	choice	within	and	between	nations	was	
not	leading	to	increased	happiness	levels	over	time	shaped	the	early	agenda	of	Happiness	Economics,	including	a	
focus	on	changes	in	aggregate	happiness	levels	over	time.	Why	weren't	people	happier	about	their	improving	material	
conditions?	If	not	income,	what	was	driving	happiness,	and	what	role	could	economists	play	in	advancing	our	un-
derstandings?	This	paradox	was	identified	by	economist	Richard	Easterlin	in	1974,	but	it	was	not	until	the	1990s	that	
happiness	became	a	widely	accepted	and	common	concern	for	economists	(Clark,	2018,	p.	245).	In	2005,	economist	
Richard	Layard	set	about	addressing	economists'	apparent	neglect	of	human	feelings:	“economists	have	no	interest	
in	how	happy	people	are	and	focus	instead	on	their	combined	purchasing	power,	assuming	their	preferences	are	con-
stant	over	time”	(2005,	p.	135).	A	novel	engagement	with	psychology	and	neuroscience	was	proposed	as	the	source	
for	advancement	of	this	field	–		there	was	no	longer	any	need	to	speculate	on	the	sources	of	happiness:	“feeling	can	
now	be	measured	by	asking	people	or	by	monitoring	their	brains”	(Layard,	2005,	p.	6).	As	such,	in	both	the	disciplines	
of	psychology	and	economics,	an	overemphasis	on	their	 traditional	concerns	(pathology	and	money)	warranted	a	
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revolutionary	approach	to	both	academic	research	and	policy:	“Happiness	should	become	the	goal	of	policy,	and	the	
progress	of	national	happiness	should	be	measured	and	analysed	as	closely	as	the	growth	of	GNP”	(Layard,	2005,	p.	
147).	By	2018	there	was	growing	international	consensus	that	public	policies	should	be	evaluated	on	the	basis	of	their	
effects	on	well-	being	(Exton	&	Shinwell,	2018).

The	simultaneous	influence	of	positive	psychology	and	happiness	economics	on	this	policy	agenda	is	closely	re-
lated	to	the	revival	of	behavioural	economics.	This	relationship	is	significant	for	understanding	how	an	increasingly	
standardised	 measure	 of	 happiness	 as	 subjective	 well-	being	 has	 emerged.	 Behavioural	 economics	 also	 has	 a	 long	
history	(see	Sent,	2004)	but	has	achieved	widespread	prominence	since	2010	with	the	global	spread	of	behavioural	
public	 policies.	The	 turn	 towards	 behavioural	 science	 in	 economics	 can	 to	 some	 extent	 be	 attributed	 to	 the	 work	
of	 psychologist	 Daniel	 Kahneman.	 In	 2003,	 Kahneman	 commented	 on	 a	 novel	 enthusiasm	 among	 economists	 to	
consider	subjective	data,	measures	of	happiness,	and	“agents	who	are	less	than	fully	rational,”	but	surprisingly	con-
cluded	that	“there	are	no	immediate	prospects	of	economics	and	psychology	sharing	a	common	theory	of	human	
behavior”	(2003,	p.	165–	166).	Yet	despite	a	lack	of	agreement	on	how	to	conceptualise	behaviour,	a	close	allegiance	
between	happiness	economics	and	behavioural	economics	has	in	fact	followed,	with	Kahneman	playing	a	prominent	
role	in	this.	However,	the	question	remains	as	to	whether	the	psychological	study	of	happiness	has	been	economised	
or	economics	psychologised.	While	happiness	economists	have	been	known	to	narrate	this	intellectual	history	as	one	
of	importing	missing	psychological	and	behavioural	insights	into	economics	(Layard,	2005),	only	selective	insights	
from	psychology	have	been	imported	and	the	primary	focus	has	been	on	economic	behaviour	(Pykett,	2013;	Sent,	
2004;	Whitehead	et	al.,	2017).

Economists	have	made	influential	contributions	to	happiness	research	and	the	promotion	of	well-	being	in	public	pol-
icy.	For	example,	Paul	Dolan,	who	advised	the	UK	government	on	the	introduction	of	subjective	well-	being	measurement	
in	2010,	aims	to:

Bring	the	latest	insights	from	happiness	research	and	behavioural	science	to	bear	directly	on	the	questions	
of	what	you	are	trying	to	achieve	(more	happiness)	and	how	you	can	bring	it	about	(by	behaving	differently).	

(2014:	x)

He	defines	happiness	as	“experiences	of	pleasure	and	purpose	over	time,”	and	subjective	well-	being	as	“the	feelings,	ex-
periences	and	sentiments	arising	from	what	people	do	and	how	they	think”	(Dolan	et	al.,	2017,	p.	3).	This	definition	seems	to	
draw	an	equivalence	between	experience	and	behaviour,	and	explicitly	prioritises	behaviour	above	reflexive	thought	–		since	
our	thoughts	are	hampered	by	biases	and	cognitive	failures.	As	Dolan	states:	“the	key	here	is	to	organise	your	life	in	ways	so	
that	you	can	go	with	the	grain	of	your	human	nature	and	be	happier	without having to think too hard about it.	This	is	happi-
ness	by	design”	(2014:	xx;	emphasis	added).	On	these	terms,	Dolan	and	co-	authors	advise	that:

Policy-	makers	 should	 therefore	 exercise	 caution	 when	 drawing	 conclusions	 about	 how	 people	 are	 doing	
based	on	evaluative	measures,	because	such	measures	may	not	be	accurate	representations	of	people's	expe-
riences	and	how	these	evolve	over	time	due	to	psychological	“biases”	such	as	duration	neglect.	

(Dolan	et	al	2017:	4)

It	has	been	argued	that	this	behavioural	account	of	happiness	is	problematic	because	of	the	way	it	takes	the	human	subject	
experiencing	subjective	well-	being	(or	not)	out	of	their	current	situation.	As	Atkinson	has	noted,	this	has	both	a	spatial	and	
temporal	dimension,	which	together	lead	to	the	“thwarted	self	of	subjective	wellbeing”	(2020:	2)	–		an	unattainable	goal	of	
self-	optimisation	in	a	situation	in	which	infrastructures	and	opportunities	for	collective	action	and	community	well-	being	are	
in	decline,	pre-	existing	contours	of	social	inequalities	are	obscured	in	the	rush	to	measure	immediate	experiences,	and	there	
is	a	failure	to	properly	account	for	questions	of	intergenerational	inequalities	and	promote	sustainable	forms	of	well-	being	
for	the	future.	These	issues	have	been	highlighted	by	political	geographers	whose	work	has	identified	how	the	behavioural	
sciences	and	neurosciences	have	come	to	shape	the	economic	imagination	and	public	policy	since	the	early	2000s	(Jones	et	al.,	
2013;	Reid	&	Ellsworth-	Krebs,	2019;	Whitehead	et	al.,	2017).	These	are	important	in	terms	of	how	we	envisage	economic	
futures,	as	Pykett	(2013,	p.	849)	argues,	because	the	core	assumption	of	behavioural	and	neuroscientific	research	is	a	post-	
rational	human	subject.	This	can	foreclose	debate	about	the	value	of	non-	economically	rational	activity,	and	reduces	econom-
ics	to	a	discipline	of	how	humans	choose.	It	also	promotes	an	inward-	looking	approach	to	individual	well-	being	by	proposing	
the	mind,	brain,	and	behaviour	as	the	locus	of	human	action	and	decision-	making.	This	can	obscure	the	ways	in	which	this	
‘neuroliberal’	way	of	thinking	is	itself	specific	to	a	particular	political-	economic	regime	(Whitehead	et	al.,	2017,	p.	4).
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2.2	 |	 Geographies of well- being

This	behavioural	account	of	happiness	economics	has	thus	emerged	as	the	dominant	account	to	inform	global	geographi-
cal	comparisons	of	subjective	well-	being	and	as	evaluative	metrics	for	public	policy	in	nations	such	as	the	UK.	Yet	despite	
these	core	concerns	of	subjective	well-	being	and	behaviour,	happiness	economics	offers	no	convincing	or	consistent	ac-
count	of	human	subjectivity	and	agency.	Research	on	the	geographies	of	well-	being	has	offered	more	nuanced	accounts	
of	the	role	of	the	social	production	of	identity,	everyday	economic	practices,	and	socio-	spatial	inequalities.	There	is	value	
in	bringing	together	health	and	economic	geographies	perspectives	more	closely	in	order	to	analyse	the	scalar	assump-
tions	of	happiness	economics	and	to	elaborate	on	the	construction	of	 ‘subjectivity’	so	central	to	subjective	well-	being	
measurement.

Research	in	economic	geography,	for	example,	has	engaged	with	happiness	economics	broadly	through	methodologi-
cal	developments	and	multi-	scalar	data	analysis,	exploring	the	impacts	of	place,	contextual	effects,	social	and	community	
dynamics,	and	spatial	inequalities	on	happiness	(Aslam	&	Corrado,	2012;	Ballas,	2013;	Ballas	&	Tranmer,	2012).	There	
have	been	studies	of	 the	 international	geographies	of	social	capital	and	happiness	 (Rodríguez-	Pose	&	von	Berlepsch,	
2014),	 local	and	regional	dimensions	of	well-	being	(Tomaney,	2017),	and	individual,	neighbourhood,	and	household-	
level	characteristics	(Ballas	&	Tranmer,	2012).	Given	the	advent	of	a	research	agenda	that	is	primarily	concerned	with	
subjective	well-	being	(happiness)	rather	than	objective	indicators,	geographers	have	a	key	role	to	play	in	explaining	how	
much	 spatial	 variations	 in	 subjective	 happiness	 can	 be	 variously	 attributed	 to	 individual,	 household,	 and	 contextual	
(objective)	circumstances.	Experiences	of	social	comparison	in	the	context	of	socio-	economic	inequalities	can	contribute	
to	differences	in	subjective	well-	being	(Ballas,	2013;	Wang	et	al.,	2019).	Scale	can	determine	the	relative	importance	of	
different	geographical	and	socio-	economic	factors	as	drivers	of	happiness	(Ballas	&	Dorling,	2013,	p.	472).	These	geo-
graphical	dimensions	are	thus	crucial	for	understanding	what,	who,	or	at	what	level	government	interventions	should	
target	to	improve	happiness.	Geographies	of	well-	being,	in	thinking	across	scales	and	combining	analyses	of	subjective	
and	objective	well-	being,	thus	offer	a	contrast	to	the	behavioural	definition	that	has	come	to	shape	happiness	economics.

There	have	also	been	more	critical	perspectives	on	the	social	construction	of	well-	being	within	geographies	of	health	
and	well-	being	(reviewed	by	Smith	&	Reid,	2018).	Schwanen	and	Atkinson	in	particular	draw	attention	to	the	ways	in	
which	well-	being	“is	made	measurable	and	hence	governable”	(2015,	p.	99).	Efforts	to	theorise	well-	being	spatially	and	
across	scales	offer	an	alternative	to	what	Atkinson	(2013)	has	termed	a	“components”	approach	to	determinants	of	well-	
being.	A	more	relational,	situated,	and	processual	approach	by	which	well-	being	is	“an	effect	of	mutually	constitutive	
interactions	amongst	the	material,	organic	and	emotional	dynamics	of	places”	is	envisaged,	where	well-	being	is	treated	
neither	within	the	sole	domain	of	economics	nor	of	health	(Atkinson,	2013,	p.	138).

Taken	 together,	 this	work	has	 the	potential	 to	challenge	how	happiness	economics	can	hollow	out	conscious	and	
reflective	human	experience	by	enumerating	subjective	well-	being	on	a	scale	of	0–	10.	As	appealing	as	it	is	to	ask	people	
directly	to	quantify	how	they	feel,	this	simple	move	immediately	decouples	a	person	from	their	socio-	spatial	context.	It	is	
not	self-	evident	that	social	relationships	and	context	can	be	adequately	represented	as	components	in	a	multiple	regres-
sion	equation	of	happiness	or	subjective	well-	being	metrics.	Rather,	as	White	argues,	relationality	is	itself	“fundamen-
tally	constitutive	of	subjectivity”	(2017,	p.	129).	Hence,	to	ensure	validity,	the	subjective	self-	report	methods	of	happiness	
economists	need	more	sophisticated	accounts	of	the	connections	between	objective	and	subjective	well-	being,	between	
the	social	and	the	situated	individual,	and	the	performative	capacity	of	happiness	measurement	to	advance	culturally	
specific	normative	values	(Ahmed,	2010;	Smith	&	Reid,	2018,	p.	815).

As	it	currently	stands,	happiness	economics	tends	to	treat	well-	being	as	an	individual	state	or	goal,	and	thus	to	sep-
arate	objective	and	subjective	variables.	For	Atkinson,	 this	presents	a	neoliberal	vision	of	well-	being	as	“a	process	of	
internal	management	and	the	object	of	personal	responsibility”	(2013:	140),	leading	to	policy	interventions	that	are	nar-
row,	individualised,	‘healthist’,	and	behaviourist	(for	example,	cognitive	behavioural	therapies).	These	will	ultimately	be	
ineffective	since	socio-	spatial	inequalities	are	left	intact.	Atkinson	et	al.	(2019)	therefore	argue	that	dominant	well-	being	
measures	are	“premised	on	a	theory	of	 the	self	as	an	autonomous,	rational	and	independently	acting	or	feeling	indi-
vidual”	(2019:	1).	The	alternative	sees	the	self	as	shaped	through	a	priori	social	relations,	rather	than	as	based	on	a	pre-	
existing	subjectivity,	as	such	“tackling	the	complex	interactions	of	inequality,	scale	and	time”	(Atkinson	et	al.,	2019,	p.	1).

In	summary,	developments	in	happiness	economics	since	the	early	2000s	have	built	the	foundations	for	a	new	sci-
ence	of	emotions	in	which	particular	spatialities	are	either	assumed	(the	global,	universal	standardisation	of	happiness	
metrics)	or	disregarded	(the	added	well-	being	value	of	social	connection,	the	well-	being	of	communities,	the	potentially	
negative	impacts	of	social	comparison	(Ballas,	2013)).	These	knowledge	practices	are	important	because	they	obscure	the	
role	that	academic	conceptualisations	and	conventions,	collective	institutions,	policy-	making	cultures,	and	structures	of	
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power	have	on	shaping	happiness	as	an	object	of	governance.	As	Scott	has	argued,	there	has	been	“a	bewildering	array	of	
indicators	and	information	[which]	was	not	linked	to	any	coherent	framework	or	theoretical	analysis	of	what	constitutes	
quality	of	life,	or	of	what	needed	to	be	achieved,	for	whom	and	how”	(2012:	19).	Thus,	an	alternative	spatiality	based	
on	the	public	rather	than	individual	nature	of	happiness	is	advanced	by	the	relational	approach	described	above.	The	
notion	of	“public	happiness”	(Arendt,	cited	in	Segal,	2017,	p.	xiv)	describes	a	commitment	to	addressing	political	issues	
of	resource	allocation,	recognition,	and	redistribution	as	pre-	cursors	to	public	policy	interventions	in	happiness	(Holmes	
&	McKenzie,	2019).	This	spatially	situated	and	outward-	looking	account	of	subjectivity	rejects	the	notion	of	self-	reported	
happiness	waiting	to	be	declared	by	survey	respondents.

And	yet	happiness	economics	has	recently	begun	to	look	even	further	inwards	(to	genetics,	biomarkers,	and	neuro-
science)	to	explain	the	pathways	between	behaviour	and	happiness	(Davidson	&	Schuyler,	2015;	Helliwell	et	al.,	2013,	
p.	55;	Sgroi	et	al.,	2017,	p.	63).	The	subject	is	thus	inconsistently	posed	as	someone	to	be	mistrusted	(flawed	by	cognitive	
biases),	pre-	determined	(having	genetic	‘set	points’	of	happiness	(Lykken	&	Tellegen,	1996)),	having	a	similar	happiness	
life	course	as	Great	Apes	(Weiss	et	al.,	2012),	and	at	the	same	time	being	sovereign	(able	to	quantify	their	own	happiness).	
Happiness	is	thus	proposed	as	a	behavioural	problem	to	be	solved	through	behavioural	therapy	and	coaching,	since	it	is	
defined	and	valued	through	an	economics	of	scarcity:

Your	happiness	is	determined	by	how	you	allocate	your	attention	…	if	you	are	not	as	happy	as	you	could	be	
then	you	must	be	misallocating	your	attention.	

(Dolan,	2014:	xviii)

To	challenge	 this	construction	of	happiness,	 the	 following	section	analyses	an	 implicit	normativity	 in	 the	way	
in	which	economics	reframes	happiness	as	an	emotion	to	be	governed	by	considering	the	local	urban	dynamics	of	
happiness	promotion.

3 	 | 	 HAPPINESS SPATIALISED

3.1	 |	 The city in the mind

It	is	axiomatic	that	in	order	to	obtain	a	proper	understanding	of	urban	environmental	quality	it	is	necessary	
to	employ	both	objective	and	subjective	evaluations.	In	other	words,	we	must	consider	both	the city on the 
ground	and	the city in the mind.	

(Pacione,	2013:	20;	original	emphasis)

These	problems	of	definition,	measurement,	context,	and	scale	can	be	seen	in	the	spatialisation	of	well-	being	at	an	urban	
scale.	It	is	often	proposed	that	living	in	cities	is	bad	for	our	psyche,	though,	crucially,	the	identification	of	causal	mecha-
nisms	is	yet	to	be	fully	understood	(Fett	et	al.,	2019;	Fitzgerald	et	al.,	2016;	Lecic-	Tosevski,	2019;	Lederbogen	et	al.,	2011;	
Manning,	2019).	However,	countries	with	higher	degrees	of	urbanisation	are	also	said	to	be	happier	(Ballas,	2013,	p.	S44),	
as	are	people	living	near	city	centres	(Schwanen	&	Wang,	2014,	p.	835).	So	too,	national-	scale	analysis	alone	can	misrep-
resent	our	conclusions	on	this	important	question.	Evidence	from	US	cities	has	confirmed	that	people	in	cities	are	less	
happy	(Okulicz-	Kozaryn	&	Mazelis,	2018),	but	that	younger	populations	are	happiest	in	large	cities	(Okulicz-	Kozaryn	&	
Valente,	2019).	Other	studies	have	shown	how	happiness	is	dependent	on	the	specific	balance	between	density,	location	
(downtown	or	suburban),	and	accessibility	of	services	(Kyttä	et	al.,	2016).	Happiness	is	also	positively	associated	with	
the	sustainability	of	cities	(Cloutier	et	al.,	2014)	and	shaped	by	the	availability	of	urban	green	spaces	(van	den	Berg	et	al.,	
2010;	Bertram	&	Rehdanz,	2015;	Ward	Thompson	et	al.,	2012).	Despite	these	valuable	efforts	to	increase	understanding	
of	the	relationship	between	the	city	and	the	mind,	the	incidence	of	mental	ill-	health	in	cities	is	rising	as	rates	of	urban	
inhabitation	grow	(Bhugra	et	al.,	2019;	Hoare	et	al.,	2019;	Lecic-	Tosevski,	2019;	Okkels	et	al.,	2018),	and	city	authorities,	
employers,	and	social	enterprises	are	searching	for	effective	interventions	to	improve	this	situation.

A	combination	of	a	sense	of	urban	malaise,	the	global	influence	of	happiness	economics	on	public	policy,	and	in-
creasing	recognition	of	how	local	context	and	local	policy	shape	subjective	well-	being	has	led	to	the	initiation	of	several	
‘happy	city’	experiments	across	the	world.	Author	of	Happy City.	Transforming our lives through urban design,	Charles	
Montgomery	observes	a	“battle	 for	 the	shape	and	soul	of	cities”	 (2013:	7)	 that	has	since	driven	a	global	happy	cities	
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movement,	not	least	in	the	richest	countries,	where	increasing	levels	of	GDP	have	been	accompanied	by	rising	rates	of	
misery	(Montgomery,	2013,	p.	9).	Happy	cities	or	urban	well-	being	initiatives	often	focus	on	either	urban	design	or	‘social	
design’	methods,	trialling	ways	to	work	with	communities,	local	authorities,	the	third	sector,	and	business	to	measure	
and	promote	happiness	in	urban	environments	(Shekhar	et	al.,	2019).	They	have	found	a	specific	rationale	in	the	novel	
insights	of	“philosophers,	psychologists,	brain	scientists	and	happiness	economists”	(Montgomery,	2013,	p.	41),	and	a	key	
mechanism	for	applying	these	insights	is	to	undertake	local	data	collection	of	objective	measures	and	subjective	well-	
being	surveys.	In	this	section	I	consider	the	activities	of	some	urban	well-	being	initiatives	to	highlight	the	difficulties	
involved	in	proposing	happiness	econometrics,	urban	architectural	solutions,	and	design	and	engineering	solutions	to	a	
set	of	problems	that	are	inherently	political.

Understanding	the	dynamics	of	happiness	at	a	city	scale	is	crucial	on	at	least	two	counts.	First,	it	could	go	some	way	
to	addressing	the	tendency	of	behavioural	happiness	economics	to	hollow	out	subjectivity	through	aggregating	individ-
ualised,	enumerated	survey	responses.	A	focus	on	the	city	enables	us	to	consider	the	public,	cultural,	institutional,	dis-
tributive,	and	collective	dimensions	of	happiness	outlined	above.	These	are	essential	considerations	for	well-	being	public	
policies,	which	refer	to	government	policies	 informed	by	insights	from	happiness	economics	and	positive	psychology	
(Fabian	&	Pykett,	2021).	Second,	it	allows	us	to	elaborate	on	the	relational	and	situated	nature	of	human	experience,	at	
the	intersection	of	subjective	and	objective	well-	being.	These	have	become	separated	in	the	adoption	of	a	behavioural	
economic	account	of	happiness	that,	as	noted	above,	draws	an	unrealistic	equivalence	between	self-	reported	feelings	and	
contextualised	experience.

While	urban	well-	being	and	happy	cities	 initiatives	have	emerged	 independently,	 there	are	complementarities	be-
tween	them.	In	particular,	many	take	a	local	approach	to	community	involvement	and	capacity-	building,	and	the	par-
ticipatory	nature	of	many	of	their	activities	could	provide	valuable	models	for	the	place-	based	promotion	of	happiness	
that	would	be	better	able	to	address	well-	being	inequalities	than	those	approaches	that	are	spatially	neutral	(Barca	et	al.,	
2012).	Yet	 by	 their	 very	 nature,	 they	 also	 risk	 overly	 localising	 the	 ‘problem’	 of	 happiness	 –		 reproducing	 a	 narrowly	
conservative	and	neoliberal	agenda	(Scott,	2015,	p.	130).	This	has	the	potential	 to	obscure	the	ways	in	which	“locally	
embedded	economic	interactions	have	become	basic	preconditions	for	globalized	capital	accumulation”	(Brenner,	2004,	
p.	6).	Global	cities	have	become	the	engines	of	economic	growth	and	new	spaces	of	governance,	and	the	place	of	urban	
happiness	within	this	development	is	no	less	important	–		witness	the	emergence	of	commercial	indices	of	‘liveable	cities’	
that	advise	corporate	employers	on	where	best	to	locate	their	elite	staff.1	Happy	cities	initiatives	could	therefore	be	viewed	
with	suspicion,	as	forms	of	urban	experimentation	that	rely	on	public	and	private	partnerships	to	establish	fast	and	trans-
ferable	mechanisms	for	governing	human	emotions	(Evans,	2016;	Peck,	2002).	Considering	the	happy	cities	movement	
through	the	lens	of	urban	governance	can	ensure	we	remain	mindful	of	the	ways	in	which	they	might	“facilitate	urban	
austerity	and	bolster	competitive	urbanism”	(Evans,	2016,	p.	440).

This	scalar	politics	of	urban	well-	being	initiatives	is	a	key	determining	factor,	the	importance	of	which	is	often	under-
played	in	the	new	spatial	science	of	emotions.	There	has	for	instance	been	very	little	research	on	what	kind	of	conditions	
of	governance,	financing,	community	relationships,	local	decision-	making,	and	national	welfare	regimes	are	necessary	
for	urban	well-	being	initiatives	to	have	an	impact.	And	there	is	wide	variety	in	the	aims	of	these	initiatives.	Two	short	ex-
amples	illustrate	this.	Established	in	Bristol,	South	West	England	in	2010	as	a	Community	Interest	Company,	Happy	City	
(now	the	Centre	for	Thriving	Places)	supports	communities	in	instigating	place-	based	change.	Since	2013,	their	annual	
Thriving	Places	Index	has	emphasised	place-	based	measurement	as	a	means	for	influencing	policy,	promoting	equity	
and	sustainability.	Environmental	economics	rather	than	behavioural	economics	informs	their	approach	(e.g.,	Raworth,	
2017).	As	part	of	a	wider	network	of	activists	under	the	umbrella	global	organisation,	the	Wellbeing	Economy	Alliance,	
the	city	is	seen	as	a	bridge	towards	systemic	change	and	shaping	the	social	and	economic	conditions	for	improving	pub-
lic	well-	being	outcomes.	In	this	sense,	by	focusing	at	the	intersection	of	global	influence	and	urban	practice,	happy	city	
initiatives	can	evolve	as	potential	sites	of	global	economic	change,	by	providing	exemplars	of	community-	based	activism.

By	contrast,	in	his	analysis	of	the	2012	“Build	a	Beautiful	and	Happy	New	Tongren”	urban	renovation	and	cultural	city	
project	in	the	city	of	Tongren	in	Guizhou	Province,	China,	Tim	Oakes	describes	how	the	campaign	“conceived	of	the	city	
itself	as	a	machine	for	producing	happiness”	(2019,	p.	245).	The	space	of	the	city	was	a	mechanism	of	cultural	governance	
and	behavioural	change,	engineered	spatially	to	realise	the	goals	of	“active	leisure	and	determined	happiness”	(2019:	
246).	This	was	achieved	through	a	re-	branding	and	renovation	of	the	city	itself	as	a	centre	for	(primarily	‘ethnic’)	cultural	
activity,	leisure,	and	consumption.	Crucially,	the	city	here	is	mobilised	to	respond	to	global	economic	change	–		displacing	
the	symbols,	spaces,	and	populations	of	its	industrial	past	through	a	large-	scale	gentrification	of	the	whole	urban	sys-
tem.	The	spatialisation	of	happiness	in	the	case	of	Tongren	can	therefore	be	seen	as	a	means	of	mobilising	happiness	“in	
the	service	of	the	economy”	and	as	a	technology	of	the	complex	convergence	of	authoritarian	statecraft	and	neoliberal	
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governmentality	often	seen	as	specific	to	China	(2019:	246).	This	shows	how	happiness	can	be	used	as	a	behavioural	
mode	of	governing,	and	highlights	the	role	that	happiness	promotion	in	public	policy	plays	in	the	formation	of	subjec-
tivity	and	citizenship,	as	will	be	explored	 in	 the	next	section.	 In	emphasising	behavioural	happiness,	subjective	well-	
being,	and	aggregate	survey	measures,	the	new	spatial	science	of	emotions	has	not	yet	developed	appropriate	means	to	
conceptualise,	measure,	and	evaluate	public	policies	on	the	basis	of	their	impact	on	relational	or	community	well-	being	
(Atkinson	et	al.,	2019).	To	the	contrary,	an	emerging	urban	biosensing	technology	agenda	spatialises	an	economised	and	
objectified	representation	of	happiness	through	the	scale	of	the	individual	body,	as	the	final	section	now	details.

4 	 | 	 PLACING HAPPY BODIES

4.1	 |	 Technologies for happiness

In	addition	to	promoting	happiness	at	the	city	scale,	research,	design,	and	technological	developments	informed	by	psy-
chophysiology	and	neuroscience	are	focused	on	innovative	ways	of	embodied	sensing	of	people's	emotions	in	situ.	This	
trend	can	be	broadly	referred	to	as	a	form	of	digital	affective	governance.	Much	of	the	research	to	date	has	been	focused	
on	urban	areas,	and	several	of	the	happy	cities	initiatives	have	experimented	with	these	kinds	of	technologies	(Happier	
by	Design,	2017;	Happy	City,	2016).	Geographers	have	also	undertaken	a	number	of	experimental	studies	using	wearable	
biosensing	technologies,	similarly	recording	Electrodermal	Activity	(EDA)	as	a	psychophysiological	measure	of	emo-
tional	arousal	or	momentary	stress	(Biremboin,	2018;	Pykett	et	al.,	2020a;	Resch	et	al.,	2014;	Shoval	et	al.,	2018;	Winz	&	
Söderström,	2021).	The	sensors	are	connected	to	smart	phones	to	locate	these	measures	geographically	and	in	real-	time.	
Environmental	psychologists	and	geographers	have	recorded	psychophysiological	stress	responses	to	moving	through	
urban	 and	 green	 environments	 by	 measuring	 salivary	 cortisol	 levels	 (Olafsdottir	 et	 al.,	 2017;	 Ward	 Thompson	 et	 al.,	
2012).	Happiness	economists	have	also	used	mobile	ecological	momentary	assessment	methods	(Bryson	&	MacKerron,	
2017).

Neuroscience	methods,	such	as	EEG	monitors	to	measure	brain	activity	or	reactivity	and	fMRI	scanning,	have	been	
used	to	assess	daily	life	environmental	stressors	and	the	longer	term	impacts	of	urban	living	on	mental	health	(Aspinall	
et	al.,	2015;	Karandinou	&	Turner,	2017;	Lederbogen	et	al.,	2011;	Reichert	et	al.,	2018).	Psychologists	have	used	elec-
tronic	diaries	and	Ecological	Momentary	Assessment	(EMA);	Geographical	Ecological	Momentary	Assessment	(GEMA)	
–		which	asks	participants	to	report	on	their	mental	state,	feelings,	or	behaviour	at	specific	or	random	times	throughout	
the	day;	and	the	Day	Reconstruction	Method	(DRM)	–		which	asks	participants	to	recall	their	affective	experiences	over	
a	series	of	sequential	episodes	at	the	end	of	a	day	(Kahneman	et	al.,	2004).	The	GEMA	method	has	been	used	in	mobile	
smartphone	apps	such	as	UrbanMind	(Bakolis	et	al.,	2018),	which	 focuses	on	exposure	 to	nature	and	mental	health,	
and	Mappiness,	which	focuses	on	geo-	locating	happiness.	Mappiness	was	funded	by	the	UK	government	and	innova-
tion	investor	NESTA	and	is	now	owned	by	a	company	called	Psychological	Technologies	whose	mission	is	one	of	self-	
optimisation.	They	“[m]easure	how	people	think,	feel	and	behave	in	real-	time	and	deliver	effective	interventions	to	help	
people	be	at	their	best.”2

Often	physiological	and	subjective	emotional	sensing	methods	are	combined,	and	these	are	sometimes	further	triangu-
lated	with	crowdsourced	emotional	data	through	techniques	such	as	‘social	listening’	(e.g.,	tracking	customers'	emotional	
engagement	with	brands)	or	sentiment	analysis	of	data	mined	from	social	media	platforms	including	Twitter	(Resch	et	al.,	
2014;	Roberts,	2017).	Virtual	reality	 is	 increasingly	used	in	the	relatively	new	field	of	neuroarchitecture,	which	since	the	
early	2000s	has	been	setting	out	a	number	of	fundamental	questions	about	how	our	buildings	shape	our	cognitive	processes,	
feelings,	and	wayfinding	behaviour	(Barton	et	al.,	2012;	Eberhard,	2009;	Zeisel,	2006).	Commercially,	a	number	of	compa-
nies	offer	eye-	tracking	software,	facial	emotional	recognition,	biosensors,	and	empathic	machine	learning	to	businesses	who	
want	to	monitor	the	attention,	distraction,	emotional	reaction	and	behaviour	of	both	consumers	and	workers.	In	China,	for	
instance,	the	firm	Canon	Information	Technology	has	recently	been	using	“smile	recognition”	technology	intended	to	“create	
a	positive	atmosphere”	(Sun,	2021:	n.p.).	In	the	UAE	there	is	a	long-	running	government	commitment	to	synthesising	hap-
piness	economics	and	smart	cities	agendas	that	frames	citizens	as	consumers	of	public	services	aimed	at	maximising	their	
happiness	(Bin	Bishr,	2019).	Also	in	the	UAE,	machine	learning	has	been	used	to	infer	or	“automatically	detect”	emotions	
from	physiological	signals	in	order	to	assess	the	correlation	between	happiness	and	productivity	among	construction	workers	
(Al	Jassmi	et	al.,	2019).	These	examples	are	indicative	of	the	varied	uses	of	happiness	sensing	and	emotion	measurement,	and	
their	potential	deployment	in	surveillance	and	coercive	forms	of	control,	which	suggests	that	more	attention	should	be	paid	
to	their	political	geographies	and	implications	for	citizenship	and	governance.
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Mental	health	and	mood	monitoring	apps	for	personal	use	on	mobile	smartphones	or	online	are	also	becoming	more	pop-
ular,	as	a	potentially	low-	cost	and	wide-	reaching	tool	for	improving	psychological	well-	being.	There	are	disease-	specific	apps	
for	depression,	anxiety,	and	mood	disorders	(Kerst	et	al.,	2019;	Van	Ameringen	et	al.,	2017),	as	well	as	more	preventive	apps	
for	alleviating	stress	and	promoting	happiness,	such	as	the	‘Happier’	app	(recommended	by	UK	based	mental	health	charity,	
Mind)	and	Happify.3	Such	apps	are	generally	based	on	cognitive	behavioural	therapies	and	behavioural	activation,	and	are	
often	informed	by	positive	psychology	or	mindfulness	practice.	They	develop	an	account	of	happiness	as	a	skill	to	be	learnt,	
through	daily	self-	monitoring	of	mood,	reflection,	building	behavioural	habits	such	as	gratitude,	refocusing	attention,	and	re-
framing	thoughts.	There	remains	significant	research	to	be	done	to	demonstrate	the	effectiveness	and	effects	of	psychological	
well-	being	apps	(Leigh	&	Flatt,	2015;	Torous	&	Firth,	2016).	The	commercial	development	of	these	technologies	is	outpacing	
the	scientific	evidence	needed	to	underpin	them,	and	their	potential	side-	effects	have	rarely	been	considered.

While	there	are	many	different	rationalities,	scientific	insights,	assumptions,	proprietary	arrangements,	and	opera-
tional	mechanisms	that	underpin	this	diversity	of	emotion-	monitoring	technology,	taken	together	they	raise	some	spe-
cific	questions	about	the	placement	of	bodies	and	emotions	in	space,	how	they	reimagine	a	‘datafied’	relationship	with	
our	minds	and	bodies,	and	their	wider	political	effects,	which	I	explore	in	the	next	section.

4.2	 |	 How cities feel us feeling them

In	Instrumental Intimacies,	a	Science	and	Technology	Studies	analysis	of	the	novel	role	of	mobile	EEG	in	shaping	our	
intimate	self-	knowledge,	behaviour,	and	relation	to	the	world,	Melissa	Littlefield	describes	how	the	data	produced	by	
mobile	neuroscience	and	psychophysiological	instruments	“are	central	to	creating	new	maps	of	urban	places	and	neu-
ronal	spaces”	(2018,	p.	97).	She	argues	that	these	“neurogeographies”	lead	to	a	conflation	of	outer	and	inner	experience,	
a	prioritisation	of	the	physiological	over	conscious	experience,	an	instrumentalised	understanding	of	aggregating	inti-
mate	data	for	political	and	social	agendas,	and	‘fixes’	constructed	and	contested	emotions	through	the	ostensibly	objec-
tive	practices	of	map-	making.	In	this	sense,	emotional	measurement	and	mapping	–		particularly	through	physiological	
instrumentation	–		become	the	means	by	which	researchers	and	companies	can	gain	 ‘direct’	expert	access	 to	people's	
emotional	responses	as	they	move	through	space.	In	so	doing,	they	risk	a	form	of	alienation	that	places	‘true’	emotional	
expression	in	the	body	and	behaviour	and	that	is	suspicious	of	the	‘flawed’	or	unreliable	emotional	understandings	found	
at	the	level	of	conscious	reflection	(cf.	Davies,	2017).

Technologies	for	‘feeling	the	city’	are	not	uniform,	yet	there	are	some	specific	commonalities.	I	outline	just	three	of	
these	here:	their	reliance	on	specific	combinations	of	interdisciplinary	knowledge	on	emotions	and	industry-	research	
partnerships,	 their	 spatial	 imaginaries	 of	 emotions,	 and	 their	 economic	 constructions	 of	 governable	 citizen-	subjects.	
First,	we	see	new	types	of	knowledge	practices	and	partnerships	between	government	agencies,	university	researchers,	
and	technology	companies	proposed	as	resolutions	to	the	problems	of	urban	unhappiness	and	to	respond	to	opportuni-
ties	for	market	investment	in	novel	technological	solutions.	One	example	is	a	partnership	between	neuroscience	academ-
ics,	city	authorities,	and	businesses,	instigated	through	the	Future	Cities	Catapult	–		a	limited	company	funded	initially	by	
the	UK	government's	Technology	Strategy	Board	and	private	investors,	then	its	Industrial	Strategy	Fund.	In	2018,	Future	
Cities	Catapult	published	the	Neuroscience for Cities Playbook	(Camargo	et	al.,	2018),	which	envisages	neurotechnolog-
ical	solutions	to	a	range	of	urban	problems,	including	mobility,	air	pollution,	productivity,	and	well-	being.	Some	of	the	
stated	benefits	of	a	neuroscience	approach	to	urban	engineering	include	its	potential	to:

Help	streamline	a	coherent	universal	strategy	for	measuring	and	defining	wellbeing,	productivity	and	the	
quality	of	place,	based	on	biological/cognitive	baselines.	Opening	up	the	opportunity	for	universal	codes	and	
less	ambiguity	for	planners.	

(Camargo	et	al	2018:	32)

The	root	causes	of	human	problems	in	the	urban	environment	are	imagined	through	an	ecological	lens,	identified	through	
smart	sensors,	city	 technologies,	and	biological	data.	Neuroscience	 is	presented	as	a	complement	to	 the	urban	industrial	
“drive	for	efficiency	and	functionality”	(Camargo	et	al.,	2018,	p.	32).

This	example	highlights	a	second	commonality	of	urban	emotion-	sensing	technologies,	in	that	they	instrumentalise	
human	emotional	experience	–		drawing	together	behavioural	data	and	biodata	in	space	to	advance	simultaneously	uni-
versalised	and	individualised	(hollowed	out)	forms	of	behavioural	happiness,	as	a	solution	to	a	number	of	intractable	
social	and	public	health	problems	such	as	stress,	mental	ill-	health,	and	health	and	economic	inequalities.	Digital	sensing	
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technologies	thus	tend	towards	a	reductive	spatio-	temporal	imaginary	–		focusing	on	environmental	stressors	within	a	
person's	immediate	and	proximate	perceptual	environment	as	they	move	around	cities	–		they	are	often	better	at	assessing	
these	kinds	of	phenomena	than	the	longer	term	and	larger	scale	drivers	of	emotional	well-	being	(though	see	Helbich	
(2018)	and	Schwanen	and	Wang	(2014)	for	methodological	approaches	that	think	across	scales).	This	has	significant	im-
plications	for	the	scale	at	which	solutions	to	urban	problems	are	envisaged	–		for	instance,	promoting	lifestyle	changes	in	
public	health,	or	downplaying	the	social	and	contextual	determinants	of	well-	being	(Pykett	et	al.,	2020b).	Coupled	with	
advanced	machine	learning	techniques	to	process	brain,	bio,	and	behavioural	data,	epidemiological	knowledge,	and	the	
vast	datasets	owned	by	both	scientific	communities	and	global	technology	firms,	they	offer	solutions	for	‘smart	cities,’	by	
which	social	and	emotional	problems	can	be	‘designed	out’	of	urban	space.	One	example	is	the	Synsis	product	offered	by	
an	Irish-	based	start-	up,	Sensum,	which	specialises	in	smart	cities	emotion-	sensing	and	data	analytic	products:

Rather	than	fighting	against	the	weird,	contradictory	world	of	human	emotion,	we	have	tried	to	work	with	
it	by	designing	a	sensor-	fusion	pipeline	around	our	empathic	AI	algorithms.	The	pipeline	syncs,	cleanses	
and	tags	the	incoming	data	streams	to	feed	the	algorithms	with	a	batch	of	signals	from	multiple	modes	of	
sensors.	With	this	the	algorithms	are	able	to	produce	a	universal	classification	of	the	user’s	state	from	one	
moment	to	the	next.4

What	is	articulated	here	is	the	processes	of	taking	complex	physiological	emotions,	feeding	them	into	a	machine	learning	
algorithm,	which	then	is	represented	as	having	the	capacity	to	quite	passively	and	objectively	“sync,”	“cleanse,”	and	“tag”	the	
data.	This	neurocomputational	process	is	based	on	the	principles	of	AI,	which	are	modelled	on	the	human	brain	but	rendered	
non-	human	through	practices	of	visual	representation	and	“objectification.”	The	rational	cleansing	process	sets	out	to	uni-
versalise	what	they	term	“weird”	human	experiences.	The	normative	move	here	is	again	one	of	hollowing	out	subjectivity.	It	
universalises	in	order	to	flatten	out	the	variability	of	human	experience,	but	is	then	used	conversely	to	provide	personalised	
solutions	mapped	across	urban	space.	This	confusion	of	subjectivity	arises	where	the	processing	of	emotional	data	is	digitally	
codified,	particularly	pertinent	in	cases	where	at	no	stage	in	the	process	does	the	‘user’	appear	to	be	asked	how	they	are	feel-
ing,	or	indeed	who	they	are.	The	individualising,	objectifying,	and	universalising	configurations	of	subjectivity	in	this	exam-
ple	confirm	the	assumptions	of	a	non-	situated	and	anti-	public	form	of	digital	affective	governance	that	is	implicated	in	the	
promise	of	mobilising	smart	cities	platforms	for	managing	the	emotional	dimensions	of	urban	problems	through	embodied	
technologies.	These	configurations	are	explored	by	philosophers	of	science	Daston	and	Galison	(1992),	who	have	described	
the	ways	in	which	such	technologies	of	visualisation	have	long	been	central	to	the	construction	of	objectivity	in	the	history	
of	disciplines	as	seemingly	diverse	as	physiology	and	cartography.	These	disciplines	come	together	in	the	contemporary	phe-
nomenon	of	urban	biosensing	technologies.	Daston	and	Galison	describe	the	moralistic	drive	of	the	19th-	century	mechanical	
revolution	in	scientific	investigation	as	promising:

Freedom	from	will	–		from	the	wilful	interventions	that	had	come	to	be	seen	as	the	most	dangerous	aspects	of	
subjectivity.	If	the	machine	was	ignorant	of	theory	and	incapable	of	judgment,	so	much	the	better,	for	theory	
and	judgment	were	the	first	steps	down	the	primrose	path	to	intervention.	

(1992:	83)

They	note	during	this	19th-	century	period	of	technological	innovation	a	novel	enthusiasm	for	“graphical	represen-
tation	[which]	could	cut	across	disciplinary	boundaries	to	capture	phenomena	as	diverse	as	the	pulse	of	a	heart	and	the	
downturn	of	an	economy”	(Daston	&	Galison,	1992,	p.	116).	This	impulse	is	also	evident	in	the	apparent	ease	by	which	
the	contemporary	technologies	of	emotion-	sensing	can	be	seen	to	jump	scales,	to	facilitate	the	micro	governance	of	per-
sonal	emotions	and	the	management	of	urban	space,	and	to	shape	the	well-	being	impacts	of	the	global	economy.	The	
mechanisms	of	digital	emotion-	sensing	in	this	way	come	to	stand	in	the	place	of	judgement	and	argument,	especially	in	
the	realm	of	urban	politics.

Smart	cities	initiatives	spatialise	these	physiological	accounts	of	emotion,	leading	geographers	and	urban	scholars	to	
question	how	“individual	phenotypes	are	mapped	to	urban	phonotypes,	databodies	to	codespaces”	in	constructing	cities	
as	sites	for	bioengineering	(Caprotti	et	al.,	2017;	Mattern,	2018,	p.	3).	Emotion-	sensing	and	happiness	technologies	are	
not	only	ways	of	feeling	the	city,	but	are	ways	for	the	city	to	“feel	us.”	Geographers	have	provided	important	insights	into	
the	ways	in	which	computer	code	mediates	our	urban	experiences	and	draws	on	behavioural	data	to	transform	space.	
This	transformation	renders	the	city	programmable	(Kitchin,	2011).	The	algorithms	on	which	such	transformations	rely	
can	build	in	social	biases,	entrench	inequalities,	and	serve	dominant	interest	groups	(Crang	&	Graham,	2007;	Haklay,	
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2013)	and	signify	a	“psycho-	economic”	shift,	characterised	by	a	merging	of	production	and	consumption	(Mohammed	&	
Sidaway	2012,	p.	656).	In	particular,	there	are	concerns	about	new	forms	of	‘dataveillance’	(Kinsley,	2019,	p.	155),	‘geosur-
veillance’	(Swanlund	&	Schuurman,	2019),	and	the	malign	adoption	of	urban	well-	being	discourses	in	the	advancement	
of	these	surveillance	practices	(Crampton	et	al.,	2020).	These	can	be	used	to	categorise,	segment,	subjectify,	and	govern	
individuals	on	the	basis	of	profiling,	emotion	recognition,	and	data	memes.

A	third	characteristic	of	emotional	technologies	is	their	capacity	to	re-	configure	subjectivity	and	citizenship,	advanced	
through	measures	of	happiness	based	on	an	econometric	vision	of	subjective	well-	being.	The	practices	of	“neurocompu-
tational	governance”	described	above	have	been	analysed	as	a	means	of	inscribing	a	bio-	social	understanding	of	the	re-
lationship	between	brain,	code,	and	space	on	the	bodies	and	behaviours	of	subjects	(Kitchin	&	Dodge,	2011;	Williamson,	
2017).	It	is	not	merely	the	case	that	emotional	technologies	should	be	understood	as	technologies	of	governance.	Rather,	
they	are	key	to	constructing	particular	forms	of	citizen-	subjects	which	are	measured,	governed,	and	alienated	–		whether	
through	intimate	personal	technologies	or	through	urban	space.	Feminist	scholars	have	drawn	our	attention	to	the	socio-	
material	landscapes	through	which	specific	subject	positions	and	a	posthuman	sense	of	agency	have	been	produced	(e.g.,	
Hayles,	1999).	As	such,	we	begin	to	witness	“a	form	of	posthuman	agency	that	is	coproduced	with	the	digitally	mediated	
city”	(Rose,	2017,	p.	780).	This	both	recognises	the	agency	of	non-	human	actors	and	challenges	the	false	universality	of	
Western	philosophies	of	the	sovereign	subject.

At	first	glance,	we	may	therefore	welcome	emotion	biosensing	technologies	as	a	rediscovery	of	the	embodied	nature	
of	human	experiences,	but	their	implications	for	embodied	experience	are	more	complicated.	As	Hayles	outlines,	the	
gradual	erasure	of	the	body	through	enlightenment	science	and	liberal	conceptions	of	rationality	did	not	stop	with	the	
advent	of	a	distinctly	posthuman	culture	of	the	1990s.	Instead,	we	came	to	a	view	of	ourselves	as	mediated	by	our	inter-
actions	with	technology	and	environment;	as	“data	made	flesh”	(Gibson	cited	in	Hayles,	1999,	p.	5).	Through	products	
such	as	Synsis,	a	universalised	psychobiological	model	of	human	experience	can	erase	corporeal	social	differences	such	
as	ethnicity,	gender,	and	class.	We	may	therefore	identify	a	distinct	neuropolitics	to	the	technological	reconfiguration	of	
brains,	bodies,	and	behaviours	in	space	–		one	that	reimagines	the	universalised	citizen	as	neurotic	(Isin,	2004,	p.	223),	
and	through	which	our	reflexive	imagination	of	ourselves	is	viewed	and	objectified	through	a	partial	perspective	of	‘brain	
culture’	(Pykett,	2015).	In	this	manner	we	are	called	on	to	manage	our	emotions	and	anxieties	in	conditions	of	uncer-
tainty	and	for	‘healthful	citizenship’	(Dow	Schüll,	2016).	With	the	powerful	capacity	of	data	analytics	and	the	technolog-
ical	promise	of	a	happiness-	enhancing	re-	engineered	urban	future,	citizens	are	rendered	governable	through	emotions,	
while	the	deep-	rooted	overlaps	between	social	inequality,	political	and	economic	injustice,	and	human	suffering	remain	
relatively	untouched.

5 	 | 	 CONCLUSION: PUTTING HAPPINESS IN ITS PLACE

In	one	sense,	the	behavioural	turn	in	happiness	economics	and	public	policy	outlined	here	offers	a	powerful	multi-	scalar	
form	of	explanation.	It	spans	the	universal	findings	of	happiness	economics	and	the	global	indexing	of	happy	places	con-
textualised	by	nationally	relevant	drivers	of	well-	being.	It	finds	spatial	realisation	in	constructing	the	city	as	an	engine	of	
happiness	and	instrumentalising	emotions	at	a	personal	scale	through	embodied	sensing	technologies.	But	on	the	other	
hand,	the	new	policy	enthusiasm	for	happiness	and	the	behavioural	approach	on	which	policy	evaluation	is	to	be	based	
promote	a	highly	narrow	scalar	framing	of	happiness	as	an	individualised	problem	to	be	solved	through	expert	knowl-
edge	and	data	analytics,	new	academic-	industrial	partnerships,	and	skilful	self-	monitored	happiness	habits.	By	seeking	
universal	measures	of	aggregate	happiness	and	comparing	the	emotional	profile	of	nation-	states	and	cities,	by	asking	
people	 to	report	 their	own	subjective	well-	being	 in situ,	and	through	seeking	direct	neuroscientific	and	psychophysi-
ological	access	to	people's	emotional	responses	to	their	habitats,	a	new	spatial	science	of	emotions	has	been	created	that	
is	deserving	of	critical	geographical	analysis.

With	a	few	exceptions	and	despite	much	promise,	this	new	spatial	science	appears	to	fall	short	in	its	capacity	to	
think	across	 scales,	as	well	as	having	 the	 implicitly	normative	 function	of	hollowing	out	subjective	experience.	 It	
therefore	misses	out	on	describing	how	the	forms	of	subjectivity	it	seeks	to	measure	are	themselves	constructed	in	
particular	geographical	and	historical	circumstances,	in	other	words,	it	doesn't	fully	appreciate	the	ways	in	which	
well-	being	 is	 a	 public	 phenomenon.	This	 leads	 to	 some	 unintended	 consequences,	 including	 the	 creation	 of	 new	
forms	of	expertise,	measures,	mappings,	mechanisms,	and	technologies	by	which	emotions	become	target	objects	
of	 neurocomputational	 governance.	 Behavioural	 economic	 happiness	 thus	 configures	 bodies,	 emotions,	 scientific	
knowledge,	 and	 21st-	century	 technologies	 to	 imagine	 and	 engineer	 a	 positive	 urban	 future	 in	 which	 private	 and	
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public	interests	straightforwardly	coincide.	A	naïve	hope	is	placed	in	a	fourth	industrial	revolution	that	seamlessly	
integrates	and	engineers	the	physical,	digital,	and	biological	spheres	of	human	activity	for	the	public	good,	but	public	
definition	and	deliberation	of	well-	being	 is	neglected.	There	 is	 little	space	 left	here	 to	conceive	of	 this	neuro-	bio-	
technological	complex	as	itself	a	potential	driving	force	of	urban	alienation,	socio-	economic	division,	and	psychopa-
thologies.	Subjective	well-	being	research	could	be	strengthened	by	fuller	consideration	of	how	social	relationships	
and	the	socio-	material	landscapes	in	which	these	emerge	always	already	characterise	social	life.	It	is	not	my	intention	
to	dismiss	the	significant	efforts	made	by	happiness	economists,	well-	being	researchers,	and	others	in	advancing	this	
field	and	its	application	in	public	policy,	nor	to	reproduce	an	unhelpful	and	contrived	distinction	between	the	quan-
tification	of	well-	being	and	well-	being	as	phenomenologically	experienced.	Instead,	I	argue	that	well-	being	research-
ers	 could	 usefully	 investigate	 how	 the	 assumptions,	 specific	 forms	 of	 expertise,	 research-	industry	 alliances,	 and	
measurement	practices	of	subjective	well-	being	will	shape	well-	being-	based	public	policies,	well-	being	economics	
activism,	happiness	interventions,	smart	cities	agendas,	and	emotion-	sensing	technologies	in	years	to	come.	Drawing	
from	the	perspective	of	‘interdisciplinary	entanglements’	and	in	the	spirit	of	a	mutual	learning	and	understanding	
that	is	also	sensitive	to	unequal	relations	of	power	(Fitzgerald	&	Callard,	2015),	I	have	sought	to	explain,	understand,	
and	pre-	empt	how	this	particular	economic	account	of	happiness	will	come	to	shape	the	policy	tools	used	to	govern	
emotions	across	different	national	contexts,	what	alternatives	could	be	developed,	and	how	the	normative	questions	
raised	by	a	widespread	policy	enthusiasm	for	behavioural	happiness	should	be	addressed.
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