A Flourishing Society?

An enquiry into prosperity and marginalisation 

in the UK

The two themes – prosperity and marginalisation – are massive, complicated areas, contested and intimately linked. They relate to well-being and ill-being –highlighting the spectrum of human experience including life satisfaction versus life dissatisfaction, and happiness to unhappiness. Due to the differing ways in which these terms are used, this paper begins by clarifying the understandings of prosperity and marginalisation which underpin the arguments following.  

Prosperity refers to abundantly more than economic welfare or growth. It is a holistic, all-encompassing vision of human and environmental welfare, embracing economic, personal, corporate and other forms of growth and fulfilment. This vision relates to the Biblical view of shalom as referring to peace, but also describing societal harmony, blessing and abundance. It is a powerful tool for critiquing contemporary contexts in which economic growth, or prosperity, is viewed not as means to an end, but as ultimate goal. Globally and within the UK, there are already evident costs to society and individuals of this understanding of prosperity in predominantly economic terms. As will be outlined later, true prosperity allows all people to be free, to determine how and who they want to be, and have the abilities to fulfil this vision. 

Marginalisation is the opposite of this prosperity. It disables people in many ways from being free to be and do; it limits their engagement with society, their ability to be who they choose to be (or a Christian view may say who God has intended them to be), and is often linked to dehumanising, exhausting poverty. However, as prosperity goes beyond economics, so marginalisation is bigger than economic or financial poverty. This is why the term marginalisation, not poverty, will be used in this paper. To focus solely on economic poverty would exclude examination of other causes preventing humans from prospering and being fulfilled. In addition, marginalisation allows examination of the multi-layered nature of inequality – it resists categorising rich and poor, instead recognising the impact of health, gender, race, education, resources and location on marginalisation. Beginning with this concept also recognises relative deprivation – including going beyond the domestic context, remembering there are divisions and different levels of marginalisation within each country, including the UK. 

When viewed as opposite phenomena, prosperity and marginalisation allow for a holistic, multi-faceted examination of the welfare of individuals and societies. A complex, multi-dimensional spectrum emerges, where some may be economically prosperous but marginalised from full engagement with society through factors such as illness or gender. Others may possess little but be prosperous in other areas of life. For Christians, understanding these opposite states of human being increases our resolve to pursue prosperity and eliminate marginalisation, knowing we are created for abundant life, and marginalisation inhibits this.
 

One dimensional understandings of prosperity and the structuring of societies, politics and markets in order to pursue this end, has created major problems for people, communities and environment. This paper examines these problems and their effects through four questions relating to prosperity and marginalisation:

1. Why hasn’t economic growth led to greater prosperity across all areas of life?

2. If economic growth can’t make people happier and more prosperous, what can?

3. As so many people are marginalised and unhappy despite economic growth, what can be done about this unhappiness?

4. How can marginalisation – including economic poverty – be tackled?

The contemporary situation and historical nature of prosperity and marginalisation within society and economics will first be outlined to contextualise these arguments.

Contextualising prosperity and marginalisation 

Global and UK contexts 

The global context is one of massive economic growth and huge marginalisation and inequality. Whilst some are increasingly rich, others are increasingly poor and excluded from good health, education, work and other factors necessary for human fulfilment. Many live in absolute, debilitating poverty:1.3 billion people surviving on $1 per day, and billions more in developing countries surviving on not significantly more. This is despite economic growth globally, with serious accompanying poverty reduction in emerging economies, and many poverty relieving agencies and strategies. There is also marginalisation, inequality and poverty within the UK. Though the relative nature of this poverty becomes clear alongside the global picture, it still merits concerted resolving efforts due its destructive impact on many lives. In 1997 the richest 10% owned as much income as the bottom 50%. By 2010 the top 10% will be 10 times richer than the poorest 10%.
 These inequalities manifest themselves not solely through reduced purchasing power, but through associated marginalisation from good health, education and other life chances available within the economically prospering UK. 

Parallel to the problems of marginalisation, economic affluence and prosperity is creating other challenges for those accumulating spending power and assets. This is described as the paradox of prosperity, arising when prosperity is pursued as economic growth and endless striving for more, and describes the situation in which people discover that although they have more, they are no happier.
 This applies to individuals and societies. Although incomes in Britain, America  and Japan have risen, and people have acquired more and life has become generally easier and healthier in the past 50 years, happiness levels have not increased. This paradox will be examined later. 

Historical and contemporary concern

Economic engagement with prosperity and marginalisation is not a contemporary development, but a historical tradition involving economists for hundreds of years; for Adam Smith, “No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of members are poor and miserable.”
 This concern continues today through economists such as Sen, Layard and Offer. In addition, addressing prosperity as more than just economic growth is becoming evident within political discourse. There is growing realisation that economic efficiency has costs to human fulfilment, and striving solely for economic growth will not improve our lives. Culture secretary Tessa Jowell warned in 2006 of the dangers of politics becoming too “narrow and obsessed solely with success at work and economic well-being”, whilst Conservative leader David Cameron has asserted that “there’s more to life than money, and its time we focussed not just on GDP but on GWB – General Well-being”.

Having briefly contextualised prosperity and marginalisation, the four questions outlined above will be addressed:

Question 1: Why hasn’t economic growth led to greater prosperity across all areas of life?

Through examining the paradox of prosperity it becomes clear that human fulfilment requires more than purchasing power. In fact, a range of social and personal problems associated with ill-being have increased alongside raising incomes. True prosperity therefore depends on a range of factors, although it includes economic growth to escape poverty and meet basic needs. 

Observations about the paradox have been developed by the British economist Layard, whose research shows that until individuals earn $20,000 annually their happiness levels increase in proportion to what they earn. However, above $20,000, happiness doesn’t increase no matter how much extra they earn.
 When a person earns less than $20,000, every extra dollar earned takes them further from poverty, but when basic needs have been met extra income doesn’t affect their fulfilment. Beyond this point, other factors become more significant in affecting happiness. This links to the economic theory of marginal utility. People will always satisfy their most pressing needs, and, once satisfied, increases in these areas will bring less benefit. Three reasons exist why economic growth has not been sufficient to create prosperity across all areas of life:
i. Decline in strong, interpersonal relationships

F actors necessary for human happiness once basic needs have been met relate closely to human relationships. Layard concludes any extra happiness caused by extra income beyond $20,000 has been cancelled by less harmonious social relationships over the past 50 years.
 Eroding social relationships as crime, family break-downs and declining trust have affected human fulfilment, and led to prosperity not increasing despite economic growth. The need, therefore, for strong community, stable family and friendship ties have been well-documented as a factor in human happiness and fulfilment, by researchers from many disciplines. 

This conclusion connects to Christian belief that humans are created for community, in the model of a Trinitarian God, and function best as part of strong, supportive, inter-dependent networks within the Church and beyond. For Christians, teaching about marginalisation and suffering in 1 Corinthians relates significantly to this. If the Pauline metaphor of believers being the Body of Christ is also taken as paradigmatic for wider society, the suffering of the weakest and apparently ‘lesser’ parts of society should be unacceptable to the whole. For Paul if one part suffers then all suffer with it, highlighting the need to tackle marginalisation. This links to Adam Smith’s assertion that no society can truly flourish whilst some members suffer.
 
However, pursuing prosperity as solely economic growth has undermined this need for relationships, with community and family ties directly bearing the costs of societal structures and attitudes which prioritise financial gain above everything else. One example is increased geographic mobility, which, whilst allowing workers to pursue higher wages, and companies to be more efficient, also impacts negatively on community stability, family ties and interpersonal trust. 

ii. Comparison, status and inequality

This factor causing static levels of prosperity despite economic growth is due to human psychology and societal structuring and values. Research highlights relative wealth as more important to people than absolute wealth. This means that although our wealth may have increased, we will still compare ourselves with those who have more, and so by comparison feel poor. This shows personal status as important for well-being, and links to earlier conclusions about the significance of relationships; without these we are unable to know our status within a community. Human psychology is partly responsible for this habit of comparison, but this tendency is also fostered and encouraged by advertising and the marketisation of life. Whilst advertising encourages escalating wants and perceived needs, humans will continue to compare their material status – and find that as they ‘need’ more they do not feel prosperous. 

This also applies to habituation, which results in people feeling less prosperous and more unhappy. This refers to the novelty and excitement felt as people acquire more. As people habituate, or get used to, higher income or new possessions, happiness derived from these will decrease rapidly. Therefore, in addition to drawing comparisons with others to determine prosperity (if linked solely to economic growth), humans also compare themselves to a norm they have established for themselves. When they are asked how much income they need, richer people always say they need more than poorer people.

Much inequality in the UK and globally applies far beyond who owns more and comparison of income. For many, inequality means that they are unable to prosper due to lack of income, reduced educational chances or health. Within the UK, inequality is particularly striking in terms of health and life expectancy. The gradient of income is a gradient of health: the higher up the ladder of income, occupation or status, the longer the expectation of life and less probability of illness.
 Despite overall health improving recently in the UK, health differences between the richest and poorest has increased, so relative health has declined. Interestingly,  health inequalities are worst in the richest and most unequal society in the world, the USA. This highlights that whilst economic prosperity may be growing, prosperity across all areas of life will not improve until inequalities and the marginalisations caused by it are directly tackled. Assuming that economic growth will improve quality of life for everybody has proved untrue. 

iii. Self control and the costs of abundance

Liberal societies promise member’s can choose their unique way to self-fulfilment, empowered by family, market and society. However, levels of individual fulfilment and happiness show that this does not always happen. Where people are marginalised they are excluded from this opportunity, and problems with affluence and the pursuit of economic prosperity also prohibit self-fulfilment. Offer explains this through principles of self-control and prudence. Like Layard, he believes there is essentially a correlative relationship between economic growth and problems such as societal instability and family breakdown. Such phenomena are counter-productive to overall human prospering, so measurements of well-being need to encompass all costs and benefits of economic growth, not just those traded for money. He therefore believes economic growth certainly doesn’t justify making the worse off in a society less secure. 

Offer then examines why affluence hasn’t made people more prosperous in every area of life, and concludes the theory of consumption, a vital underpinning of contemporary economic life, is flawed. Modern consumption theory assumes rational consumers by definition make choices for themselves that are well informed, voluntary and prudent. Their preferences and choices are consistent, and consumers reveal them through making market choices which lead to their well-being. An ‘invisible hand’ then acts to aggregate individual choices to maximise the economic welfare of society.
 This theory, Offer asserts, is disproved by people making bad decisions about their well-being, for example, not saving for retirement, and the time inconsistent, or myopic, nature of their choices. Hence, priorities for present (consumption) are at odds with priorities for future (health, looking good). 

Through viewing prosperity as solely related to economic growth, societies have made problems which they are ill-equipped to handle. Abundance of choice has led to people making bad decisions, and so not increasing their overall fulfilment. To counteract these bad decisions, people rely on social conventions, norms and institutions to moderate the way they deal with their affluence. This commitment, or self-control is necessary to overcome myopia and requires a blend of cognitive and personal skills, and a social repertoire of working traditions and routines.
 There are costs of self-control in the short-term (having less now), and these costs must be balanced alongside the costs of affluence. However, people have different levels of access to all of these commitment tools, depending on upbringing, education and temperament. Offer asserts education provides stronger capacity for self-control, and so educated people are able to be more fulfilled through effective choices and management of their affluence. Poorer people have less prospect of long-term gain through prudence, and the costs of self-control are higher. Therefore, the already marginalised suffer most as a result of a nation’s one-dimensional understanding of prosperity. 

Question 2: If economic growth can’t make people happier and more prosperous, what can?

People are paying more attention to their own well-being, and becoming more interested in what makes them happy. Reeves, an academic in the Making Slough Happy BBC project asserts: “Happiness is a serious subject, and people are starting to see it as such…. We can start to prove it, measure it. We can identify what the ingredients of happiness are.”
 Happiness, defined as a continuum from feeling good to feeling bad, can be seen as subjective, and it can be argued the concept is too abstract to define and discuss in scientific terms. However, others argue it is possible to identify, quantify and promote the causes of happiness versus unhappiness, and so raise levels of holistic human prosperity. 

i. Linking happiness and poverty reduction

The link between poverty reduction and happiness is obvious. People are happier, healthier and more able to be fulfilled and prosperous in all areas of life when not living in poverty. Therefore, to increase the happiness of the poor, globally and nationally, it is vital to reduce poverty. This links to arguments about basic human needs needing to be met before need becomes linked to other social factors. Layard identifies the $20,000 income line beyond which happiness is no longer linked to income. Held alongside the UK poverty line ($17,500) it becomes apparent that up to and just beyond the level of living in poverty, extra income creates more happiness.
 

Therefore, a crucial way to increase happiness amongst the marginalised is to ensure adequate basic income, and secure, satisfying work to provide this, although any work is understood to be better than none. Other ways to tackle poverty will be examined later.  However, marginalisation also affects our experience of happiness in other ways, for example, decreased access to education can affect the way people deal with money when they have it. Offer’s argument that education leads to increased self-control due to greater sense of long-term prudence links to this, as well as research into the borrowing habits of those vulnerable due to financial need. Financial education is vital. Without appropriate understanding, consumers are vulnerable to exploitation - many not having enough financial knowledge to make informed decisions about borrowing credit. 
 

ii. Layard’s ‘Big 7’
When a person’s basic needs have been met other factors become important for their experience of happiness. Layard identifies these as the ‘Big 7’: family relationships, financial situation, work, community and friends, health, personal freedom, personal values. Other than health and income, these all relate to quality of relationships.
 If a person is divorced there is double the negative effect on their happiness than losing a third of their income. Quality of community, and the extent a person participates in it is also crucial for happiness, affecting how many friendships are made and how safe a person feels.  

In response to his Big 7, Layard makes suggestions to increase happiness. He argues for prioritising family life, with more family friendly practices established at work to reflect this. He also advocates subsidising activities that promote community life and strengthen social capital – the glue which holds communities together. A shared societal sense of pursuing the greatest happiness of all, or compassion for oneself and others, is the most effective route to personal and communal happiness. 

iii. Christian perspectives
As Christians, raising people’s happiness levels should be viewed as significant for living life in all its fullness. Such efforts are especially important when lifting people from marginalisation. A distinctive Christian contribution to this debate examines Biblical perspectives on what makes people happy, including the peace and joy that comes from belief in the resurrection of Christ, and relationship with God. Although these come with no guarantee of happiness, Christian conviction gives the believer deep-seated happiness  and security arising from belief in salvation. Understanding God as the telos, or end, of human life adds another dimension to human fulfilment as happiness which is not purely material. This links closely to Layard’s finding that “people who believe in God are happier”. 
 

This also relates to social capital theories, whereby people are happier when engaged in groups and activities with a purpose beyond ones own self. This is important for Church understandings of how to promote well-being. The positive contribution of faith groups to their local communities has become of increasing interest recently, with research concluding that churches and other faith communities are one of the largest, most effective providers of local services. This has been described as religious capital. New research is demonstrating the faith-based motivation for this service is as significant as the outcome, as without this, groups’ contributions cease to be distinctive. This motivation is described as spiritual capital. 
 

Question 3: As so many people are marginalised and unhappy despite economic growth, what can be done about this unhappiness?

A problem arises as to whether happiness can be viewed as so personal and subjective that no formula will guarantee it. Certain factors, such as strong relationships and community, are essential for human happiness, but it is perhaps impossible to move beyond such observations into prescribing exact policies for improving happiness. After all, many argue they would rather have freedom to pursue their own happiness. Happiness is significant, particularly when stemming from alleviated poverty and allowing for prosperous and fulfilled life, but it would perhaps be more effective to concentrate on policies removing unhappiness, rather than attempting to create precise formulations for happiness. So, three responses to the question ‘what can be done about unhappiness’? will be examined:

i. Addressing social stigma

Compassion for oneself and others is crucial for happiness and societal prosperity. It allows people to have self-respect and feel valued by others. However, this sense of unity and communal concern for all is significantly eroded within UK society by social division and the stereotyping of some, particularly the marginalised. The political philosopher John Rawls viewed ‘the social bases of self-respect’ as so important to human prosperity that he described this as a primary good, alongside rights, liberties and income.
 However, negative stereotypes and ideas about those living in poverty are prevalent within the UK; there is “a tendency for public opinion to be shaped by stereotypes rather than facts. These are fuelled by media portrayals of people experiencing poverty as ignorant and lazy, with only themselves to blame, and that there are jobs out there if you can be bothered to look for them.”
 Meanwhile public figures, such as television comedians, ridicule and degrade the marginalised. Such treatment by society constitutes a form of marginalisation, linked to erosion of intimacy, reciprocity, and self-regard. 

Critiquing and reversing negative portrayals is essential for marginalised people to participate fully in society, and, sometimes, escape economic poverty. Challenging dehumanising treatment creates an individual task and a societal imperative. Through fostering compassion towards others, individuals develop regard for themselves which will help in the reversal of marginalisation, as well as alleviating much unhappiness. 

ii. Tackling mental health

Another alternative to legislating for happiness, is to ascribe higher priority to mental illness, one of the greatest sources of unhappiness in the UK. Contrary to the belief that increased economic wealth will make people happier, depression and suicide, the latter reflecting the extreme of human misery, have increased as income levels have risen. Relieving someone’s mental distress may not guarantee happiness, “but it would make them feel freer to pursue happiness in their own ways.”

Mental illness is a pervasive problem within UK society, arguably the “greatest source of misery in the West.”
 One in six suffers from significant depression or anxiety, and about 40% of disability is due to mental illness.
 However, within public expenditure mental health is neglected; depression and anxiety only receiving 2% of NHS spending. Waiting lists for psychiatric units are long, and there are few beds in each area. In addition, care in the community is often a double oxymoron – no care and no community.
 Those suffering mental illness also face problems of stigmatisation and stereotyping. Increasing public spending on mental health is crucial, as the afflictions of mental illness are so damaging, affect so many and have such a catastrophic effect on human happiness and prosperity. 

iii. Reversing declining trust
Trust and strong social relationships and bonds are crucial for human happiness. However, trust on an inter-personal and community-wide level is declining within UK society, leading to much unhappiness and marginalisation of people from community, relationships and politics. The significant role of politics in human prosperity will be examined later. Trust, and associated values like authenticity, truth and justice, are essential social and personal norms for human prosperity, and it becomes difficult to cooperate and function as a healthy society when these norms are abused. 

One factor in the erosion of trust is the advertising and marketing techniques employed by companies to fuel the escalation of want by convincing consumers they need a product or service. This can influence consumers to make choices which are not autonomous or in their best interest. There is no simple way to address or remedy this situation, although consumer bodies already play a significant part in challenging disingenuousness. In Sweden commercial advertising to children is prohibited, and such measures could be valuable in the UK for countering the commercialisation of childhood and reversing the pattern of declining trust as young people mature.
 

Question 4: How can marginalisation – including economic poverty – be tackled?

Tackling marginalisation, especially as economic poverty is a critical task – and globally a matter of life or death. Even within the UK, where the stakes are not so high, living in poverty often leads to low birth-weight, ill-health, low educational achievement, reduced employment prospects and lower life expectancy, all experienced alongside reduced access to the benefits and options offered to others in our developed economy. Therefore, both globally and nationally, addressing the sources of poverty and marginalisation is essential for human prosperity and fulfilment. This paper will focus on three foundational understandings amongst many different perspectives:

i. Reconnecting ethics and economics

Economic growth, locally, nationally and globally, is historically and potentially the most significant factor in reducing poverty and inequality. However, contemporary economic thought and structures inhibit this potential so the benefits are only experienced by some. Historically economics had an ethical dimension, demonstrated through Smith’s concern for greater societal equality. However, this is no longer the case. Neoclassical economics has become dominant, and increasingly and misleadingly strives to promote economics as a science, free of values or ethics. Technical, positive dimensions have come to overshadow normative, ethical strands; this dominant area of economics has been defined engineering economics by Sen. 
  This is not to say that ethics do not exist within engineering economics. However, these ethics are not sufficiently recognised or developed; they are “deeply limited particularly with issues of economic inequality, environmental protection and the need for cooperation of different kinds that operate outside the market.”
 Both ethical and engineering economic rationales are indispensable, however, the task is to reconnect these two strands to adequately address the marginalisation and poverty experienced by so many: “Without the broadening of neoclassical economics by reinforcing an ethical dimension, it will be found wanting at the bar of history. The stakes of marginalisation, including environment, are so high.”
 

A primary outcome of such a reconnection may be prioritised understanding within economic and political structures of the importance of factors other than economic growth which are also vital for human prosperity and well-being, and therefore to the understanding that economic approaches which damage these are ultimately ineffective and harmful. Another outcome could be invigorated commitment to bending the processes of economic growth to ensure they benefit all, and primarily the most disadvantaged. Examples can be found locally, nationally and globally in policies designed to increase participation of marginalised people in decisions affecting their lives, often through promoting smaller, local enterprises.

Reconnecting ethics and economics relates powerfully to happiness being reliant upon compassion for oneself and others. Applied globally, this means recognising the significance of bending international trade frameworks so that the development of poorer countries is prioritised. Noting the evidence that economic growth has a stronger impact on quality of life where people have less, Offer argues that there is a strong case for redistributing resources from rich to poor individuals and countries.
 Meanwhile, Layard asserts that affluent societies should be proud of economic spending that helps alleviate poverty, especially in developing nations.

ii. The importance of governance

Aside from interpersonal relationships crucial for human prosperity, the largest effects on happiness and well-being arise from the circumstances unique to each individual society: for example, culture, norms, governance and institutions.
 Good governance as strong, inclusive democracies which allow all members of society to participate in decisions affecting their lives is essential to prosperity,. Such structures can also support societal and economic changes to facilitate the bending required to tackle poverty and marginalisation.

However, this ideal of governance is far from a reality nationally and globally. Despite the UK’s democratic political situation, many are increasingly disengaged from political processes and feel un-represented within decision making, partly due to declining trust. Within the poorest areas of the UK, as few as  10 in 100 houses vote, highlighting how the marginalised are particularly underrepresented in decisions affecting society.
 It can be argued that the political system does not take enough account of differences between people, excluding some from involvement. A solution is establishing a ‘politics of difference’, in which equality and difference are valued. Iris Young highlights the value of a politics of difference in which “there is equality among socially and culturally differentiated groups, who mutually respect one another and affirm one another in their differences.” 
 Through linking Young’s idea of self-determination through participation in political processes, and Sen’s idea of self-development through recognising individual’s different capabilities for fulfilment, the connection between politics and economics is restored as Political Economy, and enables the marginalised to participate in the decisions affecting them, economically or otherwise.

iii. Understanding true prosperity and marginalisation
Understanding true prosperity and marginalisation encompasses all the evidence and arguments discussed within this paper, and moves beyond them into affecting decisions on policy, economic activity, value given to family and community relationships and other decisions relating to human well-being. This means putting into praxis a holistic understanding of human growth, happiness and prosperity. This applies at all levels, from personal choices to international policy making. 

Applying such understandings is not easy. A lower priority for economic growth means recognition for other priorities, with a cost in economic terms. Unpopular stances such as reduced trading hours may have economic costs, but would ultimately benefit wider human prosperity and the – non-economic – wealth of society. Advocating reassessment of many standard issues appears idealistic, but is backed increasingly by empirical evidence of happiness research. In addition, Christians can advocate the utopian ideal, particularly when supported by such evidence, aware of the distance to be travelled but promoting this ideal as a powerful sign of hope for the Kingdom to come, as well as a valuable yardstick for critiquing differences between this ideal and contemporary reality. 
Conclusions
This paper has examined aspects of human life from what makes us happy and sad, what motivates and depresses us, to what could make us happier. All relate centrally to the two massive issues of prosperity and marginalisation, and so link intimately, Christians believe, with what God intended for humankind as flourishing and experiencing abundant life. An understanding which becomes clear when addressing these issues is that focussing on economics alone cannot adequately summarise what it is to prosper or be marginalised. Whilst economics is central to these issues, interdisciplinary conversations are crucial, as part of the recognition that we are created as complex and different individuals, and any effective response to prosperity and marginalisation must be equally complex and accepting of difference.  
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