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by Paul Biegler

If you’re aiming to get what you 
want and be happy, freedom is hard to 
beat. It could be rolling out a vaccina-
tion program on the Zambezi, building 
your own Trump Tower, or toiling as an 
IT geek to bankroll your gaming obses-
sion. Liberal society pledges to make 
way for your passion, and may kick in a 
few dollars to get you started. 

In fact, the Bank of England just 
announced that interest rates are the 
lowest ever, and for any doubters 
they’ve graphed it right back to the 
Babylonian Empire. All that cheap 
money means cashed-up Westerners 
can wield freedom as only we know 
how: at the checkout. I’m inclined to 
celebrate with an Aristotelian syllo-
gism: freedom makes you happy; free 
people buy stuff; buying stuff makes 
you happy.

Actually, and I’m hardly the first, 
I’m going to argue that money doesn’t 
buy happiness after all. The economist 
Richard Layard got those ducks in a 
neat row in his 2005 book Happiness. 
Rich countries are no happier than 
poor ones – real US incomes more 
than doubled after 1950 while happi-
ness flatlined – and across the cheq-
uerboard of nations happiness goes up 
barely a jot beyond a per capita income 
of $20,000.

So why do we buy? America’s 19th 
century Gilded Age was an era of 
rapacious industrialisation, and so a 
fitting time to write on The Psychology 
of Ownership. Authors Linus Kline and 
CJ France thought our need to own 
things stems from an uncompromising 
biology. Property, they said, is “anything 
that the individual may acquire which 
sustains and prolongs life... and gives an 
advantage over opposing forces”. 

Territory and food are big ticket 
items on any shopping list, so it’s no 
shock that nature drives animals to get 
them beyond their needs. “The butcher 
bird, having appeased his appetite with 

grasshoppers, mice, and small birds, still 
continues to slay and kill”, write Kline 
and France. Human overreach follows 
a similar pattern. In Australia, the lion’s 
share of household debt goes to mort-
gages on the family home, and world-
wide the two best-selling items are soft 
drink and potato chips. In the name of 
property and calories we slay the credit 
card and kill our domestic bottom line.

The butcher bird doesn’t think too 
hard about mass murder, it just feels 
right. But as children of the Enlight-
enment, we like to think our decisions 
are driven by reason, not passion. In 
reality, evolution may let us indulge 
our intellect, but feelings were there 
first and quickly remind us of this 
when we forget to do the basics like 

eating and sleeping. Modern decision 
theorists like Paul Slovic and Antonio 
Damasio go further, arguing that feel-
ing good about things is so central to 
knowing if they are good for us, that 
without feelings we simply can’t make 
choices at all. Enter the advertisers.

In The Affluent Society, John Ken-
neth Galbraith blamed the mush-
rooming consumer wants of post-war 
America on the fact that companies 
were no longer making just products. 
They were manufacturing desires as 
well, and generally for things we didn’t 
need. Nearly 60 years on, brand build-
ing may be one of the most sophisticat-
ed sciences on the planet, but its goal is 

simple: to make you feel good about the 
product. And from there it’s but a short 
step to believing the product is good, 
and reaching for the wallet.

Advertising buries your kernel 
of need under an avalanche of joy. A 
certain Mexican beer isn’t just a nice 
beer, but takes you to “where you’d 
rather be”, like Puerto Escondido, and 
preferably in a beaten up Winnebago. 
A car company suggests you “skip the 
weather report” and breeze through 
the crisp Alpine snow, skis atop your 
all-wheel drive. No matter that the 
beer drinker is watching sitcom reruns 
in the suburbs, or that most SUVs only 
see ice when the kids spill a slurpee on 
the back seat.

Products become proxies for experi-
ence. You don’t have to fit Mexico or 
the Sierra Nevada in between school 
drop-offs because a beer and an SUV 
can deliver the exotic feelings by as-
sociation; and you get some keen virtual 
reality with your purchase. 

Pair an innate drive to own things 
with a bunch of brands precision-engi-
neered to press the pleasure button, and 
you have to question just how freely we 
buy. Especially now that overspending 
features in psychiatry manuals – the 
5th edition of the American Psychiatric 
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders includes 
‘excessive acquisition’ as a feature of 
‘hoarding disorder’. And the brain scan 
data are in too: compulsive buyers light 
up the same reward centre that rats 
trigger with a lever, getting rewards 
until they drop.

Of course, I may be mistaken and 
it’s the first premise of the syllogism 
that’s wrong. We’re as free as the blue 
sky when we wear out the credit card, 
and the real problem is that freedom 
is just an imperfect tool in the happi-
ness workshop. 

But no, I’m not sure I’m going to 
buy that one.
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