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Description:

Ordinary middle-class Americans have often tried to assuage their jealousy of the rich by repeating
the axiom "money can't buy happiness" to themselves. But according to senior editor Gregg
Easterbrook, "the rich" are, in fact, those same ordinary middle-class Americans and no, they're not
happy at all. Wages have soared over the past fifty years and regular citizens own large homes, new
cars, and luxuries aplenty. Better still, the environment, with a few exceptions, is getting cleaner,
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crime is on the decline, and diseases are being wiped out as life span increases. So why do people
report a sense that things are getting steadily worse and that catastrophe is imminent? Easterbrook
presents a few psychological rationales, including "choice anxiety," where the vastness of society's
options is a burden, and "abundance denial," where people somehow manage to convince themselves
that they are deprived of material comforts. The sooner we accept how good we have it, the better
off the whole world will be, he says, because if we would just realize that we have this wealth, we
could be using it to alleviate hunger, provide health care for the millions who lack it, and otherwise
address the ills that actually do exist. While at times the book's attempts to make the world a better
place seem a bit of a stretch, it's admirable that Easterbrook is willing to make that stretch and not
suggest people simply light up cigars and bask in their newly discovered joys. One might look a bit
askance at some of Easterbrook's sunny perspectives on our societal fortunes--he celebrates
rampant consumerism while skating past the rampant consumer debt that lies beneath it, for
instance--but it's hard to deny that the pessimistic viewpoint is much more widely stated than that of
optimists. Is the glass really half empty or should we, as Easterbrook indicates, enjoy the wonderful
world in which we secretly live? --John Moe

From Publishers Weekly Easterbrook sees a widespread case of cognitive dissonance in the West:
according to Easterbrook, though the typical American's real income has doubled in the past 50
years, the percentage of Americans who describe themselves as "happy" remains where it was half a
century ago (oddly, Easterbrook doesn't tell us what that percentage is). Why do so many of us
remain discontented, he asks? Is it because now that even the middle classes can afford nearly every
conceivable luxury, we have nothing left to look forward to? Easterbrook, a senior editor at the New
Republic and contributing editor to the Atlantic, believes so. He also castigates modern psychology
and the media for dwelling on minor problems without celebrating the broader, more upbeat context
in which they exist. But his endless nagging about how Americans and Western Europeans should be
more grateful for their standard of living leads him to overcompensate: for instance, he minimizes
the harm done to Wal-Mart employees who were forced to work "off the clock" hours without pay
because, after all, they're still living better than their ancestors, since stores like Wal-Mart sell
necessities at such affordable prices. The book does confront some serious problems, like the health-
care crisis, but suggests that they can be licked as effectively as we've fixed environmental, racial
and other seemingly intractable problems. Sarcastic patter and a flair for catchphrases like
"abundance denial" and "wealth porn," however, barely disguise a padded thesis and one easily
argued against with an alternative set of statistics.
Copyright 2003 Reed Business Information, Inc.
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