Hampshire College Students Learn What Money Can't Buy

By PETER SCHMIDT
Worried about a tanking stock market? Declining home values? Deflation? Inflation? Your job?

In the face of tough economic times, a new course at Hampshire College this fall offers a consoling thought: Material possessions might not be making you happy anyway — at least not as happy you think.

Taught by Melissa M. Burch, an assistant professor of cognitive development, and Omar S. Dahi, an assistant professor of economics, the introductory-level course, "Consumption and Happiness," explores the relationship between wealth and well-being. In keeping with Hampshire College's emphasis on interdisciplinary education — especially in the freshman year — it draws heavily from both psychology and economics while also tapping into such fields as environmental science, philosophy, and religion.

The course is designed to show students that the field of economics has traditionally assumed that wealth and well-being go hand in hand, but the view has been challenged in recent decades by a school of thought known as "happiness economics." That school invokes psychology and other disciplines in arguing that economic success should not be measured in purely monetary terms.

"It is not just soul-searching, but that is a big part of it," Mr. Dahi says. The students in the class "think about their own consumption habits, those of their peers, their future plans, their career choices."

Mr. Dahi credits the idea for the course to Amitava Krishna Dutt, a professor of economics at the University of Notre Dame who has taught undergraduates an intermediate-level course with the same name since 2004. Mr. Dahi helped Mr. Dutt, his dissertation adviser, teach the class, and he resolved to offer a similar course after seeing how engaged the students were.

Mr. Dutt says his course resonates because "we are all consumers, and we all want to be happy in one way or another."

Both this fall's Hampshire course and the Notre Dame course, typically offered in the spring, begin their examination of how consumption relates to happiness by steeping students in a long-running philosophical debate over the matter. Students read how Aristippus, the fourth-century-BC Greek philosopher, held that the goal of life was the pursuit of pleasure, thus giving rise to the tradition of defining happiness in hedonistic terms. Aristotle, coming on Aristippus's heels, dismissed his definition of happiness as vulgar and limiting, and posited that true well-being comes from eudaimonia, the state achieved from living virtuously and in accordance with one's ideals. For the most part, philosophers and religious leaders have been aligning themselves with one or the other ever since.

"Happiness economics" arose mainly from two developments in the 1970s. In 1972, Bhutan's leader, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, looked at the problems afflicting other developing countries and decided it was folly to treat gross domestic product, or GDP, as the sole measure of the success of his nation's economic policies. He fashioned an alternative, the "gross national happiness" index, or GNH, which took into account goals like protecting the environment and preserving his nation's cultural traditions. His decision would inspire other nations to try to come up with measures of their well-being that considered factors like free time and access to health care.

Then, in 1974, Richard A. Easterlin, then a professor of economics at the University of Pennsylvania, published a paper examining the self-reported happiness levels of people around the world in the context of economic conditions. His groundbreaking conclusion — to become known as "the Easterlin paradox" — was that, at least among nations where basic needs are being met, increases in wealth do not bring corresponding increases in happiness. In the United States, for example, he found no evidence that people became happier during the period from 1946 until 1970, a time of rising incomes.

Although other economists have challenged Mr. Easterlin's conclusions, and "happiness indexes" like Bhutan's have been criticized as more geared toward political goals than practical ones, "happiness economics" continues to generate interest. Among the innovations it has spawned is the Happy Planet Index, developed by the New Economics Foundation, which takes the life expectancy, life satisfaction, and environmental footprint of a nation's citizens into account. (The United States ranked 150th out of 178 nations in the first round of rankings, conducted in 2006; Vanuatu, an island nation in the South Pacific, topped the list.)

In co-teaching the Hampshire College class, Ms. Burch walks students through various psychological studies of the relationship between happiness and wealth. The class looks at the sad fates of many lottery winners, examines how self-perceptions and moods are affected by product advertising, and learns the "hedonic treadmill" theory, which holds that people who get what they want end up growing accustomed to it and wanting more.

Students in the Hampshire College class have split into groups of four to undertake research projects based on what they have learned.

Courtney G. Dozetos, a 19-year-old sophomore, says her group is examining contrasts between how Eastern and Western cultures define happiness. "I am not a numbers person," she says, "but it is really fascinating to look at what drives our economy and how our economy sort of drives us."

Other research teams are looking at consumer behavior in response to beauty-product ads or surveying fellow students on the pleasure they derive from shopping.

For her part, Ms. Burch says teaching the cross-disciplinary class — and thinking about the effects of her own ecological footprint — has caused her to abandon plans to replace her 1997 Honda Civic. "I've decided," she says, "to hold onto it until it dies."
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