Lewis’s essay improved

As our society gets wealthier, are we doomed to become ever more unhappy? Discuss in the light of the Richard Layard article.

1. Over the past fifty years our society has become substantially richer and because of this we enjoy better health and a better quality of life. Many people own cars, refrigerators, DVDs, and mobile phones and go on foreign holidays. But does this mean we are a happier society? Not according to Richard Layard. In this essay I will consider his evidence for this view and his suggestions as to why this is the case. 
2. Layard looked at various surveys taken in US, Japan, Continental Europe and Britain for evidence of changes in happiness levels over this period. He reports that on average rich people are happier than poorer. But that over the years, the proportions happy at different income levels have stayed about the same. In other words, in spite of the huge growth in average incomes, levels of happiness have not increased.
3. Layard also notes evidence of rising levels of depression. He quotes studies of depression among women in their thirties, published in 1982 and 2000, which show a rise from 16% to 29% in clinically diagnosed depression. (Layard 2003, p 25). However, such figures should be treated with caution, since as a society we are now much more aware of depression and there is less stigma attached to admitting to it. This could be why reports of depression have increased, rather than any genuine increase in levels of depression. 
4. It is particularly surprising to see reports of rising depression among young women, as their pay and job opportunities have improved. However, though women can now do the same jobs as men with the same demands and responsibilities they still get less pay. Layard suggests that women have become more unhappy at this unfairness, because they are now more likely to include men in their reference groups.

5. It seems increasingly that the more other people have, the more we want. We do not seem to be happy with the fact that we have a free NHS. Instead, because a rich man can afford Private Care we want the same. Consequently, rising incomes will never bring greater happiness. We will simply want more. Indeed, as we become increasingly aware of what other people have and as the gap between rich and poor grows ever wider, we seem likely to become increasingly unhappy with what we don’t have. So it seem that, as we surround ourselves with more material wealth than would have seemed possible fifty years ago, we can only look ahead to becoming increasingly unhappy.
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(Note: the paragraphs have been numbered to make discussion of the essay easier. Essay paragraphs are not usually numbered.)
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