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Not much from a happiness or social welfare viewpoint, as Buddhist
economics explains. While a person shows off their self-importance, they are
still wanting more because another rich person has an even longer yacht or
bigger house. The valuation of consumption rests on comparing ourselves to
one another. Thorstein Veblen, the 20th Century economist who coined the
terms “conspicuous consumption” and “invidious comparisons,” pointed out
how individuals use luxury goods to show off their status. Veblen observed
that people were living on treadmills of wealth accumulation, competing
incessantly with others but rarely increasing their own well-being. This means
that when inequality increases, we all feel less well-off even if our income has
not gone down. When the rich get even richer and the rest of us don’t get
more, our stagnant income and lifestyles seem diminished. Over the past four
decades, economic growth has mostly gone to the top 5% of households, and
this growth begets more inequality, without increasing social welfare as it
exacerbates invidious comparisons.(5)
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