Erin’s essay

As our society gets wealthier, are we doomed to become ever more unhappy? Discuss in the light of the Richard Layard article.
1. People go to great lengths to gain happiness, and many assume that money is an automatic route to achieving it. However, evidence presented by Richard Layard suggests that this is not the case. Over the past 50 years society has changed dramatically. People have many more material possessions and higher quality services, yet there are no signs of increasing happiness. Instead there seems to be rising dissatisfaction and depression.

2. As we might expect, wealthier people are generally happier than poorer. According to Layard 41% of the richest quarter of the population say they are very happy, but just 26% of the poorest quarter. Yet, surprisingly, overall levels of happiness have not risen as wealth has risen. Meanwhile, serious unhappiness seems to be increasing. For example, studies found that for women in their thirties clinical depression almost doubled over two decades (Layard, 2003, p. 25).

3. Layard argues that one reason rising wealth has not brought happiness is that we live in a highly competitive society and we are all aware of people within our ‘reference groups’ better off than us. It is as if we are ‘polluted’ by their wealth. Just as someone enjoying loud music creates noise pollution for people in their neighbourhood, so someone enjoying a rising income pollutes the happiness of other people in their family or workplace. We even pollute our own happiness, because we get ‘habituated’ to high standards of living.

4. ‘On the principle that the polluter should pay’, says Layard, we should tax the extra income which causes the pollution. If this money is then spent in the community, it will make society feel less competitive. ‘The electorate now understands that the scramble to spend more is partially self defeating […] [and is] more favourable to public expenditure.’ (Layard, 2003, p. 26).

5. From this point of view, it seems that, unless we reduce the competitiveness of our society, for example by using taxes to repair the ‘pollution’ caused by wealth, then we really are doomed to increasing unhappiness in a world of increasing plenty.
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