The New Politics of
Consumption
Why Americans want so much more than they need.

Juliet Schor

I

n contemporary American culture,
consuming is as authentic as it gets.
Advertisements, getting a bargain,
garage sales, and credit cards are firmly entrenched pillars of our way of life. We shop
on our lunch hours, patronize outlet malls
on vacation, and satisfy our latest desires
with a late-night click of the mouse.
Yet for all its popularity, the shopping
mania provokes considerable dis-ease:
many Americans worry about our preoccupation with getting and spending.
They fear we are losing touch with more
worthwhile values and ways of living.
But the discomfort rarely goes much
further than that; it never coheres into a
persuasive, well-articulated critique of
consumerism. By contrast, in the 1960s
and early ’70s, a far-reaching critique of
consumer culture was a part of our political discourse. Elements of the New Left,
influenced by the Frankfurt School, as
well as by John Kenneth Galbraith and
others, put forward a scathing indictment. They argued that Americans had
been manipulated into participating in
a dumbed-down, artificial consumer culture, which yielded few true human satisfactions.
For reasons that are not hard to imagine, this particular approach was shortlived, even among critics of American
society and culture. It seemed too patronizing to talk about manipulation or the
“true needs” of average Americans. In its
stead, critics adopted a more liberal point
of view, and deferred to individuals on
consumer issues. Social critics again emphasized the distribution of resources,
with the more economistic goal of maximizing the incomes of working people.
The good life, they suggested, could be
achieved by attaining a comfortable,
middle-class standard of living. This outlook was particularly prevalent in eco-
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nomics, where even radical economists
have long believed that income is the key
to well-being. While radical political
economy, as it came to be called, retained
a powerful critique of alienation in production and the distribution of property,
it abandoned the nascent intellectual project of analyzing the consumer sphere.
Few economists now think about how we
consume, and whether it reproduces class
inequality, alienation, or power. “Stuff” is
the part of the equation that the system is
thought to have gotten nearly right.
Of course, many Americans retained a
critical stance toward our consumer culture. They embody that stance in their
daily livesÑin the ways they live and raise
their kids. But the rejection of consumerism, if you will, has taken place

principally at an individual level. It is not
associated with a widely accepted intellectual analysis, and an associated critical
politics of consumption.

B

ut such a politics has become an urgent need. The average American now
finds it harder to achieve a satisfying standard of living than 25 years ago. Work requires longer hours, jobs are less secure,
and pressures to spend more intense. Consumption-induced environmental damage
remains pervasive, and we are in the midst
of widespread failures of public provision.
While the current economic boom has allayed consumers’ fears for the moment,
many Americans have long-term worries
about their ability to meet basic needs, ensure a decent standard of living for their
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children, and keep up with an ever-escalating consumption norm.
In response to these developments, social critics continue to focus on income.
In his impressive analysis of the problems
of contemporary American capitalism,
Fat and Mean, economist David Gordon
emphasized income adequacy. The “vast
majority of US households,Ó he argues,
Òcan barely make ends meet.... Meager
livelihoods are a typical condition, an average circumstance.” Meanwhile, the Economic Policy Institute focuses on the
distribution of income and wealth, arguing that the gains of the top 20 percent
have jeopardized the well-being of the
bottom 80 percent. Incomes have stagnated and the robust 3 percent growth rates
of the 1950s and ’60s are long gone. If we
have a consumption problem, this view
implicitly states, we can solve it by getting
more income into more people’s hands.
The goals are redistribution and growth.
It is difficult to take exception to this
view. It combines a deep respect for individual choice (the liberal part) with a
commitment to justice and equality (the
egalitarian part). I held it myself for many
years. But I now believe that by failing to
look deeper—to examine the very nature
of consumption—it has become too limiting. In short, I do not think that the “income solution” addresses some of the
most profound failures of the current
consumption regime.
Why not? First, consuming is part of
the problem. Income (the solution) leads
to consumption practices that exacerbate
and reproduce class and social inequalities, resulting in—and perhaps even
worsening—an unequal distribution of
income. Second, the system is structured
such that an adequate income is an elusive
goal. That is because adequacy is relative—defined by reference to the incomes
of others. Without an analysis of consumer desire and need, and a different
framework for understanding what is adequate, we are likely to find ourselves,
twenty years from now, arguing that a
median income of $100,000—rather
than half that—is adequate. These arguments underscore the social context of
consumption: the ways in which our
sense of social standing and belonging
comes from what we consume. If true,
they suggest that attempts to achieve
equality or adequacy of individual inBOSTON
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comes without changing consumption
patterns will be self-defeating.
Finally, it is difficult to make an ethical
argument that people in the world’s richest
country need more when the global income gap is so wide, the disparity in world
resource use so enormous, and the possibility that we are already consuming beyond
the earth’s ecological carrying capacity so
likely. This third critique will get less attention in this essayÑbecause it is more familiar, not because it is less importantÑbut I
will return to it in the conclusion.
I agree that justice requires a vastly
more equal society, in terms of income
and wealth. The question is whether we
should also aim for a society in which our
relationship to consuming changes, a society in which we consume differently. I
argue here for such a perspective: for a critique of consumer culture and practices.
Somebody needs to be for quality of life,
not just quantity of stuff. And to do so requires an approach that does not trivialize
consumption, but accords it the respect
and centrality it deserves.
The New Consumerism

A new politics of consumption should
begin with daily life, and recent developments in the sphere of consumption. I
describe these developments as “the new
consumerism,” by which I mean an upscaling of lifestyle norms; the pervasiveness of conspicuous, status goods and of
competition for acquiring them; and the
growing disconnect between consumer
desires and incomes.
Social comparison and its dynamic
manifestationÑthe need to “keep up”Ñ
have long been part of American culture.
My term is “competitive consumption,”
the idea that spending is in large part driven by a comparative or competitive
process in which individuals try to keep
up with the norms of the social group
with which they identify—a Òreference
group.Ó Although the term is new, the
idea is not. Thorstein Veblen, James Duesenberry, Fred Hirsch, and Robert Frank
have all written about the importance of
relative position as a dominant spending
motive. What’s new is the redefinition of
reference groups: today’s comparisons are
less likely to take place between or among
households of similar means. Instead, the
lifestyles of the upper middle class and
the rich have become a more salient point
of reference for people throughout the in-
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e do lots of consuming in the
United States. Moreover, the time
we spend away from consuming is commonly devoted to doing more of it in the
future—we work to make the money,
think about what to buy, and shop for the
stuff itself. Consumption, in short, is a
national preoccupation, a way of life.
What accounts for this striking devotion? Is it a good or bad thing? And if it is
bad, what sort of “politics of consumption” might remedy it.
In this New Democracy Forum,
economist Juliet Schor proposes some answers to these questions. She traces our aspiration to increase consumption to our
ideas about an acceptable standard of living—ideas we get by comparing our own
position with the situations of others. So
our desires are growing principally because we have been comparing ourselves
to wealthier people—not only with the
Joneses down the block, but also with the
Joneses in 90210 (who have benefited
handsomely from two decades of growing
income inequality). Schor argues that increased private consumption is a bad
thing, partly because we already consume
so much, and partly because increasing
private consumption is a self-defeating
route to happiness: if doing well requires
doing better than others, then lots of us
are doomed to defeat. The right “politics
of consumption” would, in turn, have to
encourage people to downplay the importance of social comparisons in their
ideas about an acceptable standard of living, and to encourage instead “consumption that is democratic, egalitarian, and
available to all.”
Schor’s respondents disagree with her
at nearly every turn, but the crux of the
disagreement lies in the politics. Many
respondents argue, or at least suggest,
that a serious political movement can
criticize the distribution of resources, but
risks an unacceptable moralism if it
makes a political issue of private consumption patterns themselves. Though
the issue is not settled here, its ultimate
resolution is central to our expectations
of the economy, and will do much to define the character of democratic politics
for the next generation.
Joshua Cohen & Joel Rogers, Editors
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come distribution. Luxury, rather than
mere comfort, is a widespread aspiration.
One reason for this shift to “upscale emulation” is the decline of the neighborhood
as a focus of comparison. Economically
speaking, neighborhoods are relatively homogeneous groupings. In the 1950s and
’60s, when Americans were keeping up
with the Joneses down the street, they typically compared themselves to other households of similar incomes. Because of this
focus on neighbors, the gap between aspirations and means tended to be moderate.
But as married women entered the
workforce in larger numbers—particularly in white collar jobs—they were exposed
to a more economically diverse group of
people, and became more likely to gaze
upward. Neighborhood contacts correspondingly declined, and the workplace
became a more prominent point of reference. Moreover, as people spent less time
with neighbors and friends, and more
time on the family-room couch, television
became more important as a source of
consumer cues and information. Because
television shows are so heavily skewed to
the “lifestyles of the rich and upper middle class,” they inflate the viewer’s perceptions of what others have, and by
extension what is worth acquiring—what
one must have in order to avoid being
“out of it.”
Trends in inequality also helped to
create the new consumerism. Since the
1970s, the distribution of income and
wealth have shifted decisively in the direction of the top 20 percent. The share
of after-tax family income going to the
top 20 percent rose from 41.4 percent in
1979 to 46.8 percent in 1996. The share
of wealth controlled by the top 20 percent rose from 81.3 percent in 1983 to
84.3 percent in 1997. This windfall resulted in a surge in conspicuous spending
at the top. Remember the 1980s—the
decade of greed and excess? Beginning
with the super-rich, whose gains have
been disproportionately higher, and
trickling down to the merely affluent, visible status spending was the order of the
day. Slowed down temporarily by the recession during the early 1990s, conspicuous luxury consumption has intensified
during the current boom. Trophy homes,
diamonds of a carat or more, granite
countertops, and sport utility vehicles are
the primary consumer symbols of the
late-1990s. Television, as well as films,
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magazines, and newspapers ensure that
the remaining 80 percent of the nation is
aware of the status purchasing that has
swept the upper echelons.
In the meantime, upscale emulation
had become well-established. Researchers
Susan Fournier and Michael Guiry found
that 35 percent of their sample aspired to
reach the top 6 percent of the income distribution, and another 49 percent aspired
to the next 12 percent. Only 15 percent
reported that they would be satisfied with
“living a comfortable life”Ñthat is, being
middle class. But 85 percent of the population cannot earn the six-figure incomes
necessary to support upper-middle-class
lifestyles. The result is a growing aspirational gap: with desires persistently outrunning incomes, many consumers find
themselves frustrated. One survey of US
households found that the level of income needed to fulfill one’s dreams doubled between 1986 and 1994, and is
currently more than twice the median
household income.
The rapid escalation of desire and need,
relative to income, also may help to explain
the precipitous decline in the savings rateÑ
from roughly 8 percent in 1980, to 4 percent in the early 1990s, to the current level
of zero. (The stock market boom may also
be inducing households not to save; but financial assets are still highly concentrated,
with half of all households at net worths of
$10,000 or less, including the value of their
homes.) About two-thirds of American
households do not save in a typical year.
Credit card debt has skyrocketed, with unpaid balances now averaging about $7,000
and the typical household paying $1,000
each year in interest and penalties. These are
not just low-income households. Bankruptcy rates continue to set new records, rising
from 200,000 a year in 1980 to 1.4 million
in 1998.

T

he new consumerism, with its growing aspirational gap, has begun to
jeopardize the quality of American life.
Within the middle class—and even the
upper middle class—many families experience an almost threatening pressure to
keep up, both for themselves and their
children. They are deeply concerned about
the rigors of the global economy, and the
need to have their children attend “good”
schools. This means living in a community with relatively high housing costs. For
some households this also means provid-

ing their children with advantages purchased on the private market (computers,
lessons, extra-curriculars, private schooling). Keeping two adults in the labor market—as so many families do, to earn the
incomes to stay middle class—is expensive, not only because of the second car,
child-care costs, and career wardrobe. It
also creates the need for time-saving, but
costly, commodities and services, such as
take-out food and dry cleaning, as well as
stress-relieving experiences. Finally, the financial tightrope that so many households
walkÑhigh expenses, low savingsÑis a
constant source of stress and worry. While
precise estimates are difficult to come by,
one can argue that somewhere between a
quarter and half of all households live paycheck-to-paycheck.
These problems are magnified for lowincome households. Their sources of income have become increasingly erratic and
inadequate, on account of employment instability, the proliferation of part-time jobs,
and restrictions on welfare payments. Yet
most low-income households remain firmly integrated within consumerism. They
are targets for credit card companies, who
find them an easy mark. They watch more
television, and are more exposed to its desire-creating properties. Low-income children are more likely to be exposed to
commercials at school, as well as home.
The growing prominence of the values of
the market, materialism, and economic
success make financial failure more consequential and painful.
These are the effects at the household
level. The new consumerism has also set in
motion another dynamic: it siphons off resources that could be used for alternatives
to private consumption. We use our income in four basic ways: private consumption, public consumption, private savings,
and leisure. When consumption standards
can be met easily out of current income,
there is greater willingness to support public goods, save privately, and cut back on
time spent at work (in other words, to “buy
leisureÓ). Conversely, when lifestyle norms
are upscaled more rapidly than income,
private consumption “crowds out” alternative uses of income. That is arguably what
happened in the 1980s and 1990s: resources shifting into private consumption,
and away from free time, the public sector,
and saving. Hours of work have risen dramatically, saving rates have plummeted,
public funds for education, recreation, and
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the arts have fallen in the wake of a grassroots tax revolt. The timing suggests a
strong coincidence between these developments and the intensification of competitive consumption—though I would have
to do more systematic research before arguing causality. Indeed, this scenario makes
good sense of an otherwise surprising finding: that indicators of “social health” or
“genuine progress” (i.e., basic quality-of-life
measures) began to diverge from GDP in
the mid-1970s, after moving in tandem for
decades. Can it be that consuming and
prospering are no longer compatible states?

T

o be sure, other social critics have noted some of these trends. But they often draw radically different conclusions.
For example, there is now a conservative
jeremiad that points to the recent tremendous increases in consumption and concludes that Americans just don’t realize
how good they have it, that they have become overly entitled and spoiled. Reduced
expectations, they say, will cure our discontents. A second, related perspective
suggests that the solution lies in an act of
psychological independenceÑindividuals
can just ignore the upward shift in consumption norms, remaining perfectly content to descend in the social hierarchy.
These perspectives miss the essence of
consumption dynamics. Americans did
not suddenly become greedy. The aspirational gap has been created by structural
changes—such as the decline of community and social connection, the intensification of inequality, the growing role of mass
media, and heightened penalties for failing
in the labor market. Upscaling is mainly
defensive, and has both psychological and
practical dimensions.
Similarly, the profoundly social nature
of consumption ensures that these issues
cannot be resolved by pure acts of will.
Our notions of what is adequate, necessary, or luxurious are shaped by the larger
social context. Most of us are deeply tied
into our particular class and other group
identities, and our spending patterns help
reproduce them.
Thus, a collective, not just an individual, response is necessary. Someone needs
to address the larger question of the consumer culture itself. But doing so risks
complaints about being intrusive, patronizing, or elitist. We need to understand
better the ideas that fuel those complaints.
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Consumer Knows Best

The current consumer boom rests on
growth in incomes, wealth, and credit.
But it also rests on something more
intangible: social attitudes toward consumer decision-making and choices.
Ours is an ideology of non-interferenceÑthe view that one should be able to
buy what one likes, where one likes, and
as much as one likes, with nary a glance
from the government, neighbors, ministers, or political parties. Consumption is
perhaps the clearest example of an individual behavior which our society takes to
be almost wholly personal, completely
outside the purview of social concern and
policy. The consumer is king. And queen.
This view has much to recommend it.
After all, who would relish the idea of
sumptuary legislation, rationing, or government controls on what can be produced or purchased? The liberal approach
to consumption combines a deep respect
for the consumer’s ability to act in her
own best interest and an emphasis on the
efficiency gains of unregulated consumer
markets: a commitment to liberty and the
general welfare.
Cogent as it is, however, this view is
vulnerable on a number of grounds.
Structural biases and market failures in
the operation of consumer markets undermine its general validity; consumer
markets are neither so free nor so efficient
as the conventional story suggests. The
basis of a new consumer policy should be
an understanding of the presence of
structural distortions in consumers’
choices, the importance of social inequalities and power in consumption practices,
a more sophisticated understanding of
consumer motivations, and serious analysis of the processes that form our preferences. To appreciate the force of these
criticisms, we need a sharper statement of
the position they reject.
The Conventional View
The liberal view on markets for consumer goods has adherents in many disciplines, but its core analytic argument
comes from standard economic theory,
which begins from some well-known assumptions about consumers and the markets in which they operate.
1. Consumers are rational. They act to
maximize their own well-being. They
know what they prefer, and make decisions accordingly. Their “preferences” are

taken as given, as relatively unchanging,
and as unproblematic in a normative
sense. They do not act capriciously, impulsively, or self-destructively.
2. Consumers are well-informed. They
have perfect information about the products offered in the market. They know
about all relevant (to the consumer) characteristics pertaining to the production
and use of the product.
3. Consumer preferences are consistent
(both at a point in time and over time).
Consistency at a point in time means
transitivity: If A is preferred to B and B to
C then A will be preferred to C. (In other
words, if roast beef is preferred to hamburgers and hamburgers to hot-dogs,
then roast beef is preferred to hot dogs.)
Consistency over time can be thought of
as a “no regrets” assumption. If the consumer is faced with a choice of a product
that yields satisfaction in the present, but
has adverse consequences in the future—
eat chocolate today and feel great, but
gain five unwanted pounds by next
week—and the consumer chooses that
product today, he or she will not regret
the choice when the future arrives. (This
does not mean the extra pounds are welcomed, only that the pleasure of the
chocolate continues to outweigh the pain
of the pounds.)
4. Each consumer’s preferences are independent of other consumers’ preferences. We
are self-contained in a social sense. If I
want a sport utility vehicle, it is because I
like them, not because my neighbor does.
The trendiness of a product does not affect my desire to have it, either positively
or negatively.
5. The production and consumption of
goods have no “external” effects. There are
no consequences for the welfare of others
that are unreflected in product prices. (A
well-known example of external effects is
pollution, which imposes costs on others
that are not reflected in the price of the
good that produces the pollution.)
6. There are complete and competitive
markets in alternatives to consumption.
Alternatives to consumption include savings, public goods, and the “purchase” of
leisure. Unless these alternatives are available, the choice of consumptionÑover
other uses of economic resourcesÑmay
not be the optimal outcome.

T

aken together, and combined with
conditions of free entry and exit of
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firms providing consumer goods, these
assumptions imply that no consumer
policy is the best consumer policy. Individual consumers know best and will act
in their own interest. Firms will provide
what the consumers want; those that
don’t will not survive a competitive marketplace. Competition and rationality together ensure that consumers will be
sovereign—that is, that their interests will
“rule.” And the results will be better than
any we could achieve through government regulation or political action.
To be sure, conventional theory and
policy have always admitted some deviations from these highly idealized conditions. In some areas interventionist policy
has been long-standing. First, some consumers are not considered to be fully rationalÑfor example, children or, in an earlier
era, women. Because kids are not thought
to be capable of acting in their own interest, the state justifies protective policies,
such as the restricting advertising aimed at
them. Second, the state has traditionally
regulated highly addictive or harmful
commodities, such as drugs, alcohol, and
explosives. (As the debates surrounding
the legalization of drugs make clear, the
analytical basis for this policy is by no
means universally accepted.) A third class
of highly regulated commodities involve
sex: pornography, contraceptives, sexual
paraphernalia, and so forth. Here the rationale is more puritanical. American society has always been uncomfortable about
sex and willing to override its bias against
consumer regulation because of that. Finally, the government has for much of this
century—though less forcefully since the
Reagan administration—attempted to ensure minimum standards of product safety
and quality.
These exceptions aside, the standard
model holds strongly to the idea that unfettered markets yield the optimal outcomes, a conclusion that follows logically
and inexorably from the initial assumptions. Obviously, the assumptions of the
standard model are extreme, and the real
world deviates from them. On that everyone agrees. The question is by how much,
how often, and under what conditions? Is
the world sufficiently different from this
model that its conclusions are misguided?
Serious empirical investigations suggest that these assumptions do not adequately describe a wide range of
consumer behaviors. The simple rationalBOSTON
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economic model is reasonable for predicting some fraction of choice behavior for
some class of goods—apples versus oranges, milk versus orange juice—but it is
inadequate when we are led to more consequential issues: consumption versus
leisure, products with high symbolic content, fashion, consumer credit, and so on.
In particular, it exaggerates how rational,
informed, and consistent people are. It
overstates their independence. And it fails
to address the pressures that consumerism
imposes on individuals with respect to
available choices and the consequences of
various consumption decisions. Understand those pressures, and you may well
arrive at very different conclusions about
politics and policy.
Rational, deliberative, and in control?
The economic model presents the typical consumer as deliberative and highly
forward-looking, not subject to impulsive
behavior. Shopping is seen as an information-gathering exercise in which the buyer looks for the best possible deal for
product she has decided to purchase.
Consumption choices represent optimizing within an environment of deliberation, control, and long-term planning.
Were such a picture accurate it would
be news (and news of a very bad sort) to a
whole industry of advertisers, marketers,
and consultants whose research on consumer behavior tells a very different story.
Indeed, their findings are difficult to reconcile with the picture of the consumer as
highly deliberative and purposive.
Consider some of the stylized facts of
modern marketing. For example, the
“law of the invariant right”: shoppers
overwhelmingly turn right, rather than
left, upon entering a store. This is only
consistent with the rational search model if products are disproportionately to
be found on the right side of the aisle.
Or consider the fact that products
placed in the so-called “decompression
zone” at the entrance to a store are 30
percent less likely to be purchased than
those placed beyond it. Or that the
number of feet into a store the customer
walks is correlated with the number of
items purchased. It’s far harder to square
these findings with “rational” behavior
than with an unplanned and contingent
action. Finally, the standard model has a
very hard time explaining the fact that
if, while shopping, a woman is acciden-

tally brushed from behind, her propensity to purchase falls precipitously.
Credit cards present another set of
anomalies for the reigning assumptions.
Surveys suggest that most people who
acquire credit cards say that they do not intend to borrow on them; yet roughly twothirds do. The use of credit cards leads to
higher expenditures. Psychological research suggests that even the visual cue of a
credit card logo spurs spending. Survey
data shows that many people are in denial
about the level of credit card debt that they
hold, on average underestimating by a factor of two. And the explosion of personal
bankruptcies, now running at roughly 1.5
million a year, can be taken as evidence of
a lack of foresight, planning, and control
for at least some consumers.

M

ore generally, credit card habits are
one example of what economists
call “hyperbolic discounting,” that is, an
extreme tendency to discount the future.
Such a perspective calls into question the
idea of time consistencyÑthe ability of individuals to plan spending optimally
throughout their lifetimes, to save enough
for the future, or to delay gratification. If
people are constitutionally inclined to be
hyperbolic discounters, as some are now
arguing, then forced-saving programs
such as Social Security and governmentsponsored retirement accounts, restriction
on access to credit, waiting periods for
major purchases, and a variety of other approaches might improve well-being.
Compulsive buying, as well as the milder
and far more pervasive control problems
that many consumers manifest, can also
be incorporated into this framework.
The model of deliberative and informed rationality is also ill-adapted to account for the phenomenon of
brand-preference, perhaps the backbone
of the modern consumer market. As any
beginning student of advertising knows,
much of what advertising does is take
functionally identical or similar goods and
differentiate them on the basis of a variety
of non-operational traits. The consumer is
urged to buy Pepsi because it represents
the future, or Reebok shoes because the
company stands for strong women. The
consumer develops a brand preference,
and believes that his brand is superior in
quality. The difficulty for the standard
model arises because, absent the labels,
consumers are often unable to distinguish
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among brands, or fail to choose their favorites. From the famous beer taste test of
the 1960s (brand loyalists misidentified
their beers), to cosmetics, garments, and
other tests of more recent vintage, it seems
that we love our brands, but we often can’t
tell which brands are which.
What can we conclude from consumers’ inability to tell one washing powder, lipstick, sweater, or toothpaste from
another? Not necessarily that they are
foolishly paying a brand premium for
goods. (Although there are some consumers who do fall into this category—
they wouldn’t pay the brand premium, as
distinct from a true quality premium, if
they knew it existed.) What is more generally true, I believe, is that many consumers
do not understand why they prefer one
brand over another, or desire particular
products. This is because there is a significant dimension of consumer desire which
operates at the non-rational level. Consumers believe their brand loyalties are driven by functional dimensions, but a
whole host of other motivators are at
workÑfor example, social meanings as
constructed by advertisers; personal fantasies projected onto goods; competitive
pressures. While this behavior is not properly termed “irrational,” neither is it conscious, deliberative, and narrowly
purposive. Consumers are not deluded,
duped, or completely manipulated. But
neither do they act like profit-maximizing
entrepreneurs or scientific management
experts. The realm of consumption, as a
rich historical literature has taught us, has
long been a “dream world,” where fantasy,
play, inner desire, escape, and emotion
loom large. This is a significant part of
what draws us to it.
Consumption is Social
Within economics, the major alternative to the assumption that individualsÕ
preferences are independentÑthat people do not want things because others
want themÑis the “relative” income, positional, or “competitive consumption”
perspective noted above. In this model, a
personÕs well-being depends on his or her
relative consumptionÑhow it compares
to some selected group of others. Such
positioning is one of the hallmarks of the
new consumerism.
Of course, social comparison predates
the 1980s. In 1984, French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu explored the social patBOSTON
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terning of consumption and taste in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment
of Taste. Bourdieu found that family socialization processes and educational experiences are the primary determinants of
taste for a wide range of cultural goods,
including food, dress, and home decor. In
contrast to the liberal approach, in which
consumption choices are both personal
and trivialized—that is, socially inconsequential—Bourdieu argues that class status is gained, lost, and reproduced in part
through everyday acts of consumer behavior. Being dressed incorrectly or displaying “vulgar” manners can cost a
person a management or professional job.
Conversely, one can gain entry into social
circles, or build lucrative business contacts, by revealing appropriate tastes,
manners, and culture. Thus, consumption practices become important in
maintaining the basic structures of power
and inequality which characterize our
world. Such a perspective helps to illuminate why we invest so much meaning in
consumer goods—for the middle class its
very existence is at stake. And it suggests
that people who care about inequality
should talk explicitly about the stratification of consumption practices.
If we accept that what we buy is
deeply implicated in the structures of
social inequality, then the idea that unregulated consumption promotes the
general welfare collapses. When people
care only about relative position, then
general increases in income and consumption do not yield gains in well-being. If my ultimate consumer goal is to
maintain parity with my sister, or my
neighbor, or Frasier, and our consumption moves in tandem, my well-being is
not improved. I am on a “positional
treadmill.” Indeed, because consuming
has costs (in terms of time, effort, and
natural resources), positional treadmills
can have serious negative effects on
well-being. The “working harder to stay
in place” mantra of the early 1990s expresses some of this sentiment. In a
pure reversal of the standard prescription, collective interventions which stabilize norms, through government
policy or other mechanisms, raise
rather than lower welfare. People
should welcome initiatives that reduce
the pressure to keep up with a rising
standard.

Free and structurally unbiased?
The dynamic of positionally driven
spending suggests that Americans are
“overconsuming” at least those private
goods that figure in our consumption
comparisons. There is another reason we
may be overconsuming, which has to do
with the problems in markets for alternatives to status or positional goods. In particular, I am referring to non-positional
private consumption, household savings,
public goods, and leisure. Generally
speaking, if the markets for these alternatives are incomplete, non-competitive, or
do not fully account for social benefits
and costs, then overconsumption with respect to private consumption may result. I
do not believe this is the case with household savings: financial markets are highly
competitive and offer households a wide
range of ways to save. (The deceptive and
aggressive tactics of consumer credit companies might be reckoned a distortion in
this market, but I’ll leave that aside.) Similarly, I do not argue that the markets for
private consumer goods which we tend
not to compete about are terribly flawed.
Still, there are two markets in which the
standard assumptions do not apply: the
market for public goods and the market
for time. Here I believe the deviations
from the assumptions are large, and extremely significant.
In the case of public goods there are at
least two big problems. The first is the
underproduction of a clean environment.
Because environmental damage is typically not included in the price of the product
which causes it (e.g., cars, toxic chemicals, pesticides), we overconsume environmentally damaging commodities.
Indeed, because all production has an impact on the environment, we overconsume virtually all commodities. This
means that we consume too much in toto,
in comparison to non-environmentally
damaging human activities.
The second problem arises from the
fact that business interestsÑthe interests
of the producers of private goodsÑhave
privileged access to the government and
disproportionately influence policy. Because they are typically opposed to public
provision, the “market” for public goods
is structurally biased against provision. In
comparison to what a truly democratic
state might provide, we find that a
business-dominated government skews
outcomes in the direction of private proSUMMER 1999
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duction. We don’t get enough, or good
enough, education, arts, recreation, mass
transport, and other conventional public
goods. We get too many cars, too many
clothes, too many collectibles.
For those public goods that are complementary with private spending (roads
and cars versus bicycle lanes and bicycles)
this bias constrains the choices available
to individuals. Without the bicycle lanes
or mass transport, private cars are unavoidable. Because so much of our consumption is linked to larger collective
decisions, the individual consumer is always operating under particular constraints. Once we move to HDTV, our
current televisions will become obsolete.
As public telephone booths disappear,
mobile phones become more necessary.
Without adequate public libraries, I need
to purchase more books.

W

e also underproduce “leisure.”
That’s because employers make it
difficult to choose free time, rather than
long hours and higher incomes. To use
the economist’s jargon, the labor market
offerings are incomplete with respect to
trade-offs of time and money. Employers
can exact severe penalties when individuals want to work part-time or forego raises in favor of more vacations or days off.
In some jobs the options are just not
available; in others the sacrifices in terms
of career mobility and benefits are disproportionate to any productivity costs to
the employer.
This is not a minor point. The standard model assumes that employees are
free to vary their hours, and that whatever combination of hours and income results represents the preferences of
employees. But if employees lack the opportunity to vary their working hours, or
to use improvements in productivity to
reduce their worktime, then we can in no
way assume that the trajectory of consumption reflects people’s preferences.
There may well be a path for the economy that involves less work and less stuff,
and is preferred by people to the highwork/high-consumption track. But if
that option is blocked, then the fact that
we buy a lot can no longer be taken ipso
facto as proof of our inherent consumer
desires. We may merely be doing what is
on offer. Because free time is now a
strongly desired alternative to income for
large numbers of employees, this arguBOSTON
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ment is more than a theoretical possibility. It has become one of the most pressing
failures of the current moment.
A Politics of Consumption

The idea that consumption is private
should not, then, be a conversationstopper. But what should a politics of
consumption look like? To start the discussionÑnot to provide final answersÑI
suggest seven basic elements:
1. A right to a decent standard of living.
This familiar idea is especially important
now because it points us to a fundamental
distinction between what people need and
what they want. In the not very distant
past, this dichotomy was not only well-understood, but the basis of data collection
and social policy. Need was a social concept with real force. All that’s left now is an
economy of desire. This is reflected in
polling data. Just over 40 percent of adults
earning $50,000 to $100,000 a year, and
27 percent of those earning more than
$100,000, agree that “I cannot afford to
buy everything I really need.” One third
and 19 percent, respectively, agree that “I
spend nearly all of my money on the basic
necessities of life.” I believe that our politics would profit from reviving a discourse
of need, in which we talk about the material requirements for every person and
household to participate fully in society.
Of course, there are many ways in which
such a right might be enforced: government income transfers or vouchers, direct
provision of basic needs, employment
guarantees, and the like. For reasons of
space, I leave that discussion aside; the
main point is to revive the distinction between needs and desires.
2. Quality of life rather than quantity of
stuff. Twenty-five years ago quality-of-life
indicators began moving in an opposite
direction from our measures of income,
or Gross Domestic Product, a striking divergence from historic trends. Moreover,
the accumulating evidence on well-being,
at least its subjective measures (and to
some extent objective measures, such as
health), suggests that above the poverty
line, income is relatively unimportant in
affecting well-being. This may be because
what people care about is relative, not absolute income. Or it may be because increases in output undermine precisely
those factors which do yield welfare. Here
I have in mind the growing worktime requirements of the market economy, and

the concomitant decline in family,
leisure, and community time; the adverse
impacts of growth on the natural environment; and the potential link between
growth and social capital.
This argument that consumption is
not the same as well-being has great potential to resonate with millions of Americans. Large majorities hold ambivalent
views about consumerism. They struggle
with ongoing conflicts between materialism and an alternative set of values stressing family, religion, community, social
commitment, equity, and personal meaning. We should be articulating an alternative vision of a quality of life, rather than
a quantity of stuff. That is a basis on
which to argue for a re-structuring of the
labor market to allow people to choose
for time, or to penalize companies that require excessive hours for employees. It is
also a basis for creating alternative indicators to the GNP, positive policies to encourage civic engagement, support for
parents, and so forth.
3. Ecologically sustainable consumption.
Current consumption patterns are wreaking havoc on the planetary ecology. Global warming is perhaps the best known,
but many other consumption habits have
major environmental impacts. Sport utility vehicles, air conditioning, and foreign
travel are all energy-intensive, and contribute to global warming. Larger homes
use more energy and building resources,
destroy open space, and increase the use
of toxic chemicals. All those granite
counter-tops being installed in American
kitchens were carved out of mountains
around the world, leaving in their wake a
blighted landscape. Our daily newspaper
and coffee is contributing to deforestation and loss of species diversity. Something as simple as a T-shirt plays its part,
since cotton cultivation accounts for a
significant fraction of world pesticide use.
Consumers know far less about the environmental impacts of their daily consumption habits than they should. And
while the solution lies in greater part with
corporate and governmental practices,
people who are concerned about equality
should be joining forces with environmentalists who are trying to educate, mobilize, and change practices at the
neighborhood and household level.
4. Democratize consumption practices.
One of the central arguments I have
made is that consumption practices reSUMMER 1999
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flect and perpetuate structures of inequality and power. This is particularly true in
the “new consumerism,” with its emphasis on luxury, expensiveness, exclusivity,
rarity, uniqueness, and distinction. These
are the values which consumer markets
are plying, to the middle and lower middle class. (That is what Martha Stewart is
doing at K-Mart.)
But who needs to accept these values?
Why not stand for consumption that is
democratic, egalitarian, and available to
all? How about making “access,” rather
than exclusivity, cool, by exposing the industries such as fashion, home decor, or
tourism, which are pushing the upscaling
of desire? This point speaks to the need
for both cultural change, as well as policies which might facilitate it. Why not tax
high-end “status” versions of products
while allowing the low-end models to be
sold tax-free?
5. A politics of retailing and the “cultural
environment.” The new consumerism has
been associated with the homogenization
of retail environments and a pervasive shift
toward the commercialization of culture.
The same mega-stores can be found everywhere, creating a blandness in the cultural
environment. Advertising and marketing
is also pervading hitherto relatively protected spaces, such as schools, doctors’ offices, media programming (rather than
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commercial time), and so on. In my local
mall, the main restaurant offers a book-like
menu comprising advertisements for unrelated products. The daily paper looks more
like a consumer’s guide to food, wine,
computer electronics, and tourism and less
like a purveyor of news. We should be talking about these issues, and the ways in
which corporations are re-making our
public institutions and space. Do we value
diversity in retailing? Do we want to preserve small retail outlets? How about adfree zones? Commercial-free public
education? Here too public policy can play
a role by outlawing certain advertising in
certain places and institutions, by financing publicly-controlled media, and enacting zoning regulations which take diversity
as a positive value.
6. Expose commodity “fetishism.” Everything we consume has been produced. So
a new politics of consumption must take
into account the labor, environmental,
and other conditions under which products are made, and argue for high standards. This argument has been of great
political importance in recent years, with
public exposure of the so-called “global
sweatshop” in the apparel, footwear, and
fashion industries. Companies fear their
public images, and consumers appear
willing to pay a little more for products
when they know they have been pro-

duced responsibly. There are fruitful and
essential linkages between production,
consumption, and the environment that
we should be making.
7. A consumer movement and governmental policy. Much of what I have been
arguing for could occur as a result of a
consumer’s movement. Indeed, the revitalization of the labor movement calls
out for an analogous revitalization of
long dormant consumers. We need independent organizations of consumers
to pressure companies, influence the
political agenda, provide objective
product information, and articulate a
vision of an appealing and humane consumer sphere. We also need a consumer
movement to pressure the state to enact
the kinds of policies that the foregoing
analysis suggests are needed. These include taxes on luxury and status consumption, green taxes and subsidies,
new policies toward advertising, more
sophisticated regulations on consumer
credit, international labor and environmental standards, revamping of zoning
regulations to favor retail diversity, and
the preservation of open space. There is
a vast consumer policy agenda which
has been mainly off the table. It’s time
to put it back on.■
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Market Failures
Robert H. Frank

I

s Juliet Schor right that American
spending patterns have gone astray? At
a quick glance, it would certainly appear
so. Despite growing threats from E-coli,
listeria, and other deadly organisms, we
cite financial distress to explain why we’ve
cut FDA inspections of meat-processing
plants by more than 75 percent in the last
decade—even as we’ve continued to build
larger houses and buy heavier sport utility
vehicles. And each year we postpone repairs on structurally unsound bridges and
shut down cost-effective drug-treatment
programs, even as our spending on luxury
goods continues to grow four times as
quickly as spending overall.
Behavioral science now provides additional grounds to question the wisdom of
our current spending patterns. Scores of
careful studies show that we would be
happier and healthier if we spent less on
luxury goods, saved more, and provided
more support for basic public services.
But this raises an obvious question: If
we’d be better off if we spent our money differently, why don’t we? In her essay (and in
her recent book, The Overspent American),
Juliet Schor surveys a variety of possible explanations. Communitarians cite a decline
in social capital, noting that affluent Americans sequestered in gated communities are
increasingly insulated from the consequences of our neglected public sphere. Social theorists emphasize the imperatives of
class and identity, which drive many to proclaim their superiority over others through
the purchase of costly goods. Other critics
stress the influence of sophisticated marketing campaigns, which kindle demands for
things we don’t really need. Professor Schor
especially favors this marketing explanation,
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and she argues forcefully on its behalf, as did
John Kenneth Galbraith more than forty
years ago in The Affluent Society.
Despite its distinguished pedigree,
however, the marketing explanation also
has a drawback: although it can account
for a bias toward luxury consumption
spending, it does not seem to explain why
things have gotten so much worse. Television advertising has been with us since
the early 1950s, after all, and salesmanship in various other forms since before
the dawn of the industrial age.
Why, then, are the apparent distortions so much larger today? In my recent
book, Luxury Fever, I suggested that one
reason may lie in a simple change in the
economic incentives we face. This change
is rooted in a fundamental shift in the distributions of income and wealth in America that began in the early 1970s.
Whereas incomes grew at about 3 percent a year for families up and down the income ladder between 1945 and 1973, most
earnings growth since 1973 has gone to
families at the top. For example, the top 1
percent of earners have captured more than
70 percent of all earnings growth during the
last two decades, a time during which median real family income has been stagnant and
the incomes of the bottom fifth have declined about 10 percent. Reinforcing these
changes has been a parallel shift in the distribution of wealth, much of it driven by the
spectacular run-up in stock prices.
Increasing inequality has caused real,
unavoidable harm to families in the
middle-class—even those who now earn a
little more than they used to—by making
it more difficult to achieve balance in their
personal spending decisions. The problem

stems from the fact that the things we need
so often depend on what others have. As
Nobel laureate Amartya Sen has pointed
out, a middle-class Indian living in a remote mountain village has no need for a
car, but a middle-class resident of Los Angeles cannot meet even the most minimal
demands of social existence without one.
When those at the top spend more on
interview suits, others just below them
must spend more as well, or else face
lower odds of being hired. When uppermiddle-class professionals buy 6,000pound Range Rovers, others with lower
incomes must buy heavier vehicles as
well, or else face greater risks of dying.
Residents in a community in which the
custom is to host dinners for twelve need
bigger dining rooms than if the custom
were dinners for eight.
So when top earners build larger houses—a perfectly normal response to their
sharply higher incomes—others just below them will have greater reason to spend
more as well, and so on all the way down.
Because of the growing income gap, the
size of the average American house built
today is roughly 2,200 square feet, up
from 1,500 square feet in 1970.
The middle-income family that buys
this house must carry a significantly larger mortgage than the buyer of the average
house in 1970. And because public
school quality is closely linked to local
real estate taxes, which in turn are closely
linked to average house prices within
each school district, families must buy an
average-priced house or else send their
children to below-average schools. So
even the middle-income family that doesn’t want a bigger house may feel it really
has no choice but to buy one.
Yet because this family has no more
real income than in 1970, it must now
carry more debt and work longer hours to
do so. Little wonder, then, that despite
the longest economic expansion on
record, with the unemployment rate at a
29-year low, one American family in 68
filed for bankruptcy last year, almost seven times the rate in 1980. Our national
savings rate is now negative, which means
that we are currently spending more each
month than we earn.

M

y claim, in a nutshell, is that the
imbalance in our current spending
patterns may be viewed as a market failure caused by consumption externalities:
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by the fact that greater consumption by
some people imposes costs on others. An
important strategic advantage of this explanation is that it is grounded in the very
same theoretical framework that animates
the beliefs of the most ardent defenders of
the status quo. Thus, as even conservative
economists have long recognized, when
one family’s spending decisions impose
negative consequences on others, Adam
Smith’s invisible hand simply cannot be
expected to produce the best overall
spending pattern.
The good news is that if consumption
externalities are what lead us to work too
hard, spend too much, and save too little,
a relatively simple legislative fix is at hand.
Just as we have persuaded legislators that
effluent taxes and other economic incentives are better than regulation as a way to
curb pollution and other environmental
externalities, so too might we eventually
persuade them that it is better to curb
consumption externalities through the tax
system than by trying to micromanage
personal spending decisions.
In Luxury Fever, I suggested that we
scrap our current progressive tax on income in favor of a far more steeply progressive tax on consumption. Because total
consumption for each family can be measured as the simple difference between the
amount it earns each year (as currently reported to the IRS) and the amount it saves,
such a tax would be relatively easy to administer. And if the tax were coupled with
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a large standard deduction (say $7,500 per
person) and had low marginal tax rates on
low levels of consumption, it would be
even less burdensome for the poor than
our current income tax.
More important, it would provide top
earners with strong incentives to save
more and limit the rate at which they increase the size of their mansions. Their
doing so would reinforce the incentives
on those just below the top to do likewise,
and so on all the way down. Phased in
gradually, this tax would slowly reduce
the share of national income devoted to
consumption and increase the corresponding share devoted to investment.
Total spending would continue at levels
sufficient to maintain full employment,
and greater investment would lead to
more rapid growth in productivity.
The tax could be set up so that the
revenue raised from each income class
would be roughly the same as under the
current system. But persuasive evidence
suggests that if legislators were to set rates
on top spenders high enough to raise
greater revenue than under the current
system, both rich and poor would benefit
significantly. Since beyond some point it
is relative, not absolute, consumption
that matters, top earners would not really
suffer if the tax led all of them to increase
the size of their mansions at a slower rate.
Yet they and others would reap large benefits from the restoration of long neglected public services.

P

ersuading legislators to enact a
steeply progressive consumption tax
will not be easy. Its congressional sponsors could count on being pilloried by
opponents as tax-and-spend liberals.
Yet the progressive consumption tax is
hardly a fringe idea. A bill proposing a
tax with essentially the same features
(the “Unlimited Savings Allowance
Tax,” or USA Tax) was introduced in
the US Senate in 1995 by Pete
Domenici (R-N.M.) and Sam Nunn
(D-Ga.).
By suggesting that our current consumption imbalance is a result, in large
measure, of consumption externalities,
I do not mean that other explanations
for the imbalance are wrong. Social
capital has declined. Class also matters,
and there is no denying the influence of
commercial advertising.
If a political solution is what we
seek, however, there may be considerable strategic advantage in focusing on
externalities. It is difficult to imagine
Congress approving legislation aimed
at transforming class consciousness or
eliminating commercial advertising.
But we have a long tradition of collective action to control externalities—of
discouraging some people from imposing uncompensated costs on others.
And as Madison Avenue hucksters have
known all along, it is a lot easier to sell
with the grain than against it. ■
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The Stone Age
James Twitchell
“Trophy homes, diamonds of a
carat or more, granite countertops, and sport utility vehicles are
the primary consumer symbols of
the late 1990s.” —Juliet Schor

O

h, my God. Things are worse than I
had thought. Sure, I knew there were
too many Gucci handbags around. And I
knew that, as I drove my gorgeous two-ton
Volvo to work, I was seeing entirely too
many of those ugly 4,000-pound SUVs on
road. Ditto those too-big diamonds and
trophy homes. But before reading Professor Schor’s piece, I did not know about all
these granite countertops. Where the hell
did they come from?
What students of Ivy League economists soon realize is that, just as shoppers
on Rodeo Drive have “home brands”
around which they concoct a consumption constellation, so too do academic Eeyores have their own objets fixe. John
Kenneth Galbraith had his Cadillac tailfins, Robert Frank has his Patek Philippe
wristwatch, and now Juliet Schor adds the
granite countertop. Veblen made first
claim on the trophy house.
Look, how come it’s okay to lay a slab
of granite four times the size of a countertop over the body of dead Uncle Louie,
carve a few dates in it, and then leave it
alone for years, while it’s a sign of a really
urgent problem—the dreaded “luxury
fever”—when the slab appears in the
kitchen where it can actually be used
and—gasp!—enjoyed?
I realize that to focus on these two
words—granite countertop—may be to
willfully neglect the Big Points of Schor’s
article. What about all the other stuff:
debt, status anxiety, mass media manipulation, and simple fair play for those poorer than we? I focus on the minute
particulars because it’s on specific items of
consumption that the “we must control
it” argument rests. Or so it seems to me.

most no scholarly value) and you won’t
hear a peep from the lefties over in the
Econ department. But buy a videocassette
of Debbie Does Dallas for four dollars,
show it on your big-screen TV in your entertainment center with the Bose wraparound speakers, and all hell breaks loose.
Don’t even think about doing this if you
are poor. The consumption police will be at
your door. The first word they will use is
waste. Then they’ll say you can’t afford it.
You’re already maxed out. But coming next
is the most interesting word, and it should
always ring a bell. The word is luxury.
When you hear them use this word, grab
your credit cards and head for the hills.
Luxury is a word like “predator” or
“weed.” There is no such thing in nature as
a predator or a weed. You hear the word,
however, just before someone reaches for
the gun or the spade. Mark my words, the
next word you hear after luxury is ... tax.
We are not the first generation to encounter this. It started with the Greeks,
then the Christians had a go at it. But if you
really want to see it played out splendidly
go read the raging battle in the eighteenth
century, with Adam Smith and Bernard
Mandeville on one free-market side, and
Tobias Smollett and Henry Fielding on the
“we have an urgent problem here” side. Or
if reading is not your style—thanks to the
evil ways of that nasty Mr. Television, who
has filled us with insatiable desire—you can
tune in to the show by looking at Hogarth’s
engravings. Start with the disputed Taste in
High Life and work your way to A Harlot’s

Progress, A Rake’s Progress, and finish up
with Marriage à la Mode. Little wonder
sumptuary taxes continued up through the
Industrial Revolution and still appear in
bits and pieces.

S

o what’s to be done about our “urgent”
problem? Not much. Try to tax and
shame it into behaving properly if you
want, but history shows it won’t work. The
market keeps humming along, occasionally breaking down, and then rebuilding itself. Fear and greed do their thing.
Downshifters will downshift, upshifters
will upshift. Then they’ll reverse gears and
do it all over again. Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves. Like it or not, the market will do a
pretty fair job of inflicting the penalties of
living too long in the lap of luxury.
But more to the point, what can be
done about those Ivy League economists
and their “New Politics of Consumption”?
Here’s my take-two-aspirin-and-seeme-in-the-morning prescription. Professor Schor should:
1.Rent Steve Martin’s The Jerk (1979);
2.Paste the graph below over her keyboard; and
3.Read Anthony Trollope’s The Way
We Live Now (1875).
She’ll learn from watching The Jerk
that even jerks know that we don’t buy
things, we buy meanings. Consider that if
we drink the advertising, not the beer,
maybe it’s the advertising we’re after.
She’ll learn from the graph that more often than not what we once condemned as
luxury has become necessity for a reason—it’s good stuff, even though granite
countertops may cause a temporary problem along the way. If you look at the
graph carefully, you’ll see there’s a nifty little welfare system built right into it. The

Y

ou see, from my point of view, what
these academic economists have trouble with is not consumption but taste. Buy
a rare edition of John Milton’s Comus for
$400,000 (which, thanks to Xerox, has alBOSTON
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From Time Well Spent: The Declining Real Cost of Living in America, Annual Report of
the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, 1997.
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rich may start the process, but the poor
benefit. And she’ll learn from Trollope
that a world in which social status is
based on bloodline, church pew, and
the name of your club is not so hot—
especially if you’re Melmotte, the newcomer, a Jew. And this is nothing
compared to how much mobility you’ll
get if you are a woman, a black, an entrepreneur, or just a working stiff. Consumerism is not pretty, but it beats the
alternatives put forward so far.

S

o far I’ve focused on the minute particulars: the granite countertop and
all that I think it represents about “inappropriate” consumer taste and “appropriate” economic judgment. Let me
end metaphysically, like the poet Shelley, “pinnacled dim in the intense
inane.”

To me the problem is not that we are
too materialistic, but that we are not materialistic enough. If we knew what goods
meant we wouldn’t be so susceptible to,
so needful of, the addition of meaning.
Marketing wouldn’t work. Madison Avenue would close down.
But instead we know stuff is important. We love having things. Exchanging
things. Hording things. Stealing things.
Even economists call them “goods and
services.” Of course we fetishize objects.
How the hell do you think they get
meaning? That meaning is so important
that we willingly go into debt to get it. Especially when we are young.
Although modern consumption
may share a few characteristics with
Victorian consumption (i.e. tuberculosis), it is not a disease to be controlled
by Drs. Tax and Shame. It is a response

I

t all depends on how you look at it. Since 1975, Boston Review has
been a forum for in-depth, uncompromising discussion about politics, culture, literature, and the arts. Every two months, the
Review brings you news from the world of ideas—from Marjorie
Perloff on the Araki Yasusada poetry hoax to Theodore Lowi on the
darker side of globalization, from Harold Bloom on the state of American letters to Susan Okin on feminism and multiculturalism. Plus
Alan Stone on Lolita, Martha Nussbaum on Greek tragedy and welfare
reform, Owen Fiss on immigration, award-winning fiction and poetry,
and much more. It’s a combination you’ll find in no other magazine. So
subscribe today at the amazingly low rate of just $17 per year ($30 for
two) and find out what you like most about Boston Review.
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to life as we are living it. When you think
about consumption from this point of
view, you realize that it is not objects, even
luxury objects, that are the problem. It is
the meaning of life that has become perplexing in a world bereft of bloodlines,
family pews, social clubs, and the like.
Face it: you are what you consume, not
what you make. You are the logo on your
T-shirt, not a descendent of a Mayflower
passenger.
What we lack is not a politics of consumption so much as a religion of consumption. Not to sound too eerie, but the
development of that religion is precisely
what we are now experiencing. The more
we have of this stuff, the more important it
has become. It is a little unsettling, to be
sure. To me, too. But it’s not all bad, not by
a long shot. In fact, relative to other systems,
it’s really quite fair. ■
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The Price is Right?
Jack Gibbons

I

n the midst of the Great Depression,
my mother would talk to me about the
need to spend money, not just save it, in
order to increase consumer demand so
that people could become employed to
provide goods and services. The only
problem was that we hardly had any
money and borrowing to spend for consumption was unthinkable. But the message was clear—it’s patriotic to consume.
Later I read H.G. Wells’ turn-of-thecentury musings about future societies in
which science and technology had advanced productivity so far that the labors
of only a small portion of the population
were sufficient to provide goods and services for all. In Wells’ view the producers
would become the privileged class, with
everyone else relegated to a singular patriotic responsibility: to consume. An interesting turn of events, to be sure, but it
made a point about the need to think
about work and reward in an age of technology and knowledge-based economy.
More recently, the expansion of consumption has combined with the market
system and open societies to drive down
unit costs of goods and services to the
point where yesterday’s luxuries are today’s
affordable necessities. But rather than taking our gains in more leisure and contemplative activities we seem inextricably
hitched to the treadmill of income production and insatiable consumerism—strongly abetted not by arguments of the
depression years but by commercial and
even some religious figures.

W

hat’s wrong with this? I suggest
that if prices were “right” we’d
make wiser choices. But the private market cannot, or does not, charge for
considerable “external” costs such as environmental damage, or intergenerational justice.
The results, as we move into the
twenty-first century, are worrisome. Two
centuries after Thomas Malthus’ treatise
on population, we need to recognize that
we are headed into truly dangerous waters: too many people consuming too
many resources on a finite planet.
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The twenty-first century will be a century-long moment of truth for humankind. If we hope to continue human
progress as the most extraordinary form of
biological evolution we must transform
our consumption passions into a sustainable rather than exponential form. And
we must make a similar transition to a stabilized
population.
Technological
progress can go only so far in enabling
more people to consume more goods
while staying on a sustainable course.
Without a change in direction, as an old
Chinese statement goes, “We’re very likely
to end up where we are headed.”
What should be done? Julie Schor offers some interesting elements for a new

The private market
does not charge
for considerable
“external” costs such
as environmental
damage.
policy of consumerism. I would only take
issue with her first: a right to a decent
standard of living. My preference would
be for rights of opportunity to earn a decent standard of living. We need safety
nets, but I don’t think we’ve arrived yet at
H.G. Wells’ visions of a future where people are paid simply to consume.
I offer a few suggestions for action:
1. We need to get prices right—to ensure
that they reflect the true total cost of goods
and services. As Schor points out, most
consumer goods are underpriced.
Whether by regulations (shadow price) or
fees, we should pay the true cost of goods
and services. Henry Caudill, Kentuckian
lawyer and author, made a compelling
case, for example, for stiff separations taxes

to be placed on the sale of natural resources
such as coal so that the wealth taken by this
generation and denied future generations
would be at least partly replaced by a different wealth—education and technology—for future generations.
2. We should pay more attention to product labeling—to make it trustworthy and
meaningful. Recent progress in food labeling has been very helpful, and energy efficiency labeling (like food, a federal
requirement) helps achieve the economic
assumption or goal that consumers exercise
judgment when information is available.
Remember the Sears labels of “good, better,
best”? Or the Good Housekeeping Seal?
3. We should give greater emphasis on
truth in advertising. The lure of easy access to credit cards—especially to the
young and the poor—is destructive and
relevant public policies need reform.
4. More attention is needed in education and our churches and families to raising awareness of the value of non-monetary
things. As one sage put it: “Being rich is
having money; being wealthy is having
time.” As Schor points out, our opportunity is to stop marketplace bias against
workers who wish to substitute some income for more time off from work.
“Think globally, act locally” is a phrase
that merits more attention, and applies
both in space and time. We all need, in our
shrinking and accelerating world, to be
more cognizant of the twenty-first century
imperative to stabilize population and
transform the way we provide goods and
services so that the system becomes more
sustainable. This can be accomplished with
the help of advanced technology used by
thoughtful people. Otherwise we are destined to leave the planet a much poorer
place—not an attractive goal for the human condition. ■
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Quality of Life
Clair Brown

J

uliet Schor’s provocative and thoughtful call for a new politics of consump.tion raises important issues about why
Americans are obsessed by private consumption and how this affection for commodities is adversely affecting our lives. I
agree with much of her analysis, including her indictment of modern economic
thinking about consumption. Where I
part company is with her claim that the
problems of consumption are more urgent now because materialistic pressures
have increased over earlier periods.
Though this claim about growing pressures is not necessary for her critique of
consumerism, it may lead her to underestimate the difficulty of creating an effective politics of consumption.
The “positional treadmill” that Schor
describes is a major force behind our obsession with private consumption. But my
research on American standards of living
does not show an accelerating treadmill. It
indicates instead that working families
dramatically increased their spending on
status consumption as a proportion of
their budgets between 1950 and 1973,
but increased it only slightly between
1973 and 1988.1 I categorized families as
laborers (unskilled and service), wage
earners (semi-skilled and skilled), and
salaried (professional and managerial not
self-employed). I found that laborer families increased the proportion spent on status from 2 percent of their budget in 1950
to 15 percent in 1973, and then to 21 percent in 1988. The story with salaried families was similar: they increased their status
consumption from 18 percent of their
budget in 1950 to 27 percent in 1973,
and then to 31 percent in 1988. Wage
earners’ families increased the proportion
spent on status from 10 percent of their
budget in 1950 to 19 percent in 1973,
and then to 22 percent in 1988. Expenditures for variety or comfort consumption
remained fairly constant over this period:
roughly 10 percent of the budget for laborer families and 25 percent for wage
earner and salaried families.
1 Clair Brown, American Standards of Liv-

ing, 1918-1988 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Blackwell, 1994), Table 8.2.
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Two important intellectual shifts over
the 1950-1988 period reinforced the emphasis on private consumption. In consumption theory, Milton Friedman’s
permanent income hypothesis—that family
consumption is a constant portion of expected lifetime income—displaced James
Duesenberry’s relative income hypothesis—
that consumption depends in part on income relative to other families—as a way
of understanding a family’s economic position. Lifetime income, which is an absolute measure, determined a family’s
position; relative income (and differences
across families) no longer mattered. Second, the emphasis on performance pay in
the 1980s and 1990s—the idea that compensation should reflect measured individual performance—focused attention
on individual contributions and served as
the justification for rising inequality, even
though the “quality” differences across individuals remained unobservable. Together, permanent consumption and
performance pay meant that economic
outcomes reflected individual choice and
value-added. Ideas about economic opportunity—about access to good and bad
jobs—or about bargaining power and rent
sharing tended to drop from sight. And if
your income reflects your choices and
contributions, rather than your inherited
advantages or your bargaining power,
then conspicuous consumption is a way
to show your value to society.

B

ut even if Schor is wrong in her claim
that social pressures to consume have
increased, she is right that the problem of
consumption has become more urgent,
and for the reasons she states: increasingly detrimental outcomes to our environment and our communities, and the
need to improve living standards in the
developing world. Any movement to restore a balanced use of resources globally
and to improve the quality of life in the
United States must challenge the
lifestyles of working and middle class
families, in addition to the rich. We may
in the end decide that the typical “meager livelihoods” of working families are
not inadequate in an egalitarian society

that has more public goods, leisure
time, and security.
Let me put this point about adequacy in perspective. In 1988, typical working families with incomes between
$30,000 and $50,000 (in 1998 dollars)2 owned their homes, had air conditioning, owned at least one car, spent
a quarter of their food budget away
from home, and went on 1.5 vacations
annually that cost $655 each (out of
$3,535 spent on leisure activities). If we
look more closely, we find that they
spent $1,140 yearly on a variety of
household furnishings such as sofas, refrigerators, and decorative items, and
another $1,635 on household operations including telephone service, gardening, and cleaning supplies. At the
same time, they were eating too much
sugar, fat, protein, and salt as they consumed junk food and sodas and too few
vitamins.3 From a world viewpoint or a
historical viewpoint, these families were
not living a meager life style; yet in
modern-day America, thoughtful commentators find it lacking.
Socially defining a comfortable life
style is extremely controversial across
the political spectrum. Reversing the
obsession for higher incomes so families
can buy more is an unpopular proposition that goes against the heart of American culture. In this regard, the 1990s
does not deviate at all from previous
decades: In the 1920s, the Lynds’ study
of Middletown lamented, “Why did
they work so hard?”
The crucial issue is: what constitutes
the quality of life? Schor is correct to
pull us back to a discussion about what
absolute level of private consumption
provides the resource basis for a meaningful life, so that we can focus on improving the quality of life globally.
Judging by our history, affluence, and
inequality, I predict it will be a rancorous discussion. ■
2 This includes families with less than 10

percent of the average income for laborers
to more than 10 percent of average income
for wage earners. The 1988 median household income was $37,500. Approximately
37 percent of families fell above and below
this range. All dollar amounts are inflated
to 1998 dollars. (Ibid., pp. 370-371)
3 Ibid., Chapter 7.
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The Personal Level
Betsy Taylor

A

mericans are consuming like there
may be no tomorrow. The dominance of consumerism is arguably more
pervasive now than at any time in human history. Our most popular national pastime is watching television,
followed closely by recreational shopping. The United States has the highest
per capita consumption rate in the industrial world. While our material gains
have improved the quality of life in
some notable ways, there are many hidden costs to our “more is better” definition of the American dream. Juliet
Schor is one of the few intellectuals to
rigorously examine these costs. Her call
for a new politics of consumption warrants serious debate.
Schor does an excellent job of exposing the underbelly of our consumerist
culture. Her analytic work, including
her recent book, The Overspent American, focuses primarily on how our workand-spend lifestyles undermine the
quality of our lives. In the chase for
more, Americans are working longer
hours, racking up more debt, while finding fewer hours to enjoy their material
acquisitions. Schor’s research also reveals
a troubling new trend: our collective
tendency to always want much more
than we have. In a culture that reveres
Bill Gates, the rising stock market, and
status goods, people are no longer comparing themselves to the textbook Joneses, but rather to the wealthy celebrities
they see on television. For many, this
never-ending expansion of wants leads
to conspicuous consumption, psychological stress, and a preoccupation with
meeting non-material needs materially.
In her essay, Schor points to the other
hidden costs of excessive consumerism.
Perhaps most troubling, though—and
something Schor might have addressed in
greater detail—is the environmental damage wreaked by American consumption.
With less than 5 percent of the world’s
population, the United States consumes
nearly 30 percent of global resources. Since
1940, Americans alone have used up as
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large a share of the Earth’s mineral resources as all previous humans put together. We use twice as much energy and
generate more than twice as much garbage
as the average European. The typical
American discards nearly a ton of trash per
year. We consume 40 percent of the
world’s gasoline and own 32 percent of the
world’s cars. The average new house built
in the United States has doubled in size
since 1970. Two-thirds of those homes
have two-car garages. To offer some perspective, scientists recently issued a study
for the Earth Council indicating that if
everyone on Earth consumed as the average North American does, we would need
four extra planets to supply the resources
and absorb the waste.
What does this mean for the environment? Every product comes from the
earth and returns to it. To produce our
cars, houses, hamburgers, televisions,
sneakers, newspapers, and thousands
upon thousands of other consumer
items, we rely on chains of production
that stretch around the globe. The unintended consequencess of these chains
include global warming, rapid deforestation, the depletion of over 25 percent of
the world’s fish stocks, and the permanent loss of hundreds of plant and animal species—including the very real
possibility of losing all large mammals in
the wild within the next 50 years.
Along with taking a heavy toll on our
quality of life and the planet, consumerism is also placing tremendous pressure on low-income families. The
American preoccupation with acquisition
afflicts the rich and poor alike. But our
collective fixation on keeping up with
commercial consumerist norms often
wreaks havoc for those in low-income
communities and exacerbates the growing
gap between the rich and poor. Few
would dispute that those living on the
economic margins need more material
goods. But the culture of consumerism
weighs heavily on the 35 million Americans living below the poverty line. The relentless marketing of status footwear,

high-cost fashion, tobacco, and alcohol to
low-income neighborhoods is one of the
most pernicious aspects of consumer culture. The politics that Schor describes
would challenge a culture that encourages
people to define themselves through their
stuff and would especially support and
empower young Americans who feel
enormous pressure to acquire things as the
only avenue for gaining love, respect, and
a sense of belonging.

S

chor describes seven basic elements to
a new “politics of consumption.” Her
elements—or guiding principles for an
emerging movement—invite a fusion of
those working for justice with those
working for environmental sustainability. Her first principle, the right to a decent standard of living, requires affluent
environmentalists and progressives to
look anew at what structures must be put
in place to ensure a level of safety and security for all Americans. If people don’t
feel safer—about the future and about
their kids—they can’t entertain the deeper moral and environmental question,
“how much is enough?” Schor does not
specify the components necessary to give
people greater security, but the litany of
real needs is well known: affordable
housing, quality healthcare, living wage
jobs, medical care in old age, funds for
retirement, and affordable college education for children. People feel alone. It’s
hard to stop the chase for money, if not
stuff, when you feel no support structures. Unless progressives re-embrace
these concerns, those in poor and middle
class families will have difficulty connecting with Schor’s politics. Too many progressives have become seduced by the
culture of desire: we, too, look up instead
of down. We spend too much time in
isolation from those living in poverty.
With some exceptions, we have lost our
edge. Perhaps we are just too comfortable. Perhaps this is unavoidable in a
noisy culture that bombards us with
3,000 commercial messages a day.
Schor’s other principles ring true.
Millions of Americans obviously share
her call for more fun, less stuff. Millions
are opting to downshift, choosing to
make less money in search of more time.
A growing number of people also affirm
her call for responsible consumption—a
call for a much higher consciousness
about the environmental and human
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costs of each consumer decision we
make. Her call to democratize consumer
markets seems a bit naïve, since humans
have probably always sought to define
themselves in part through their stuff.
But in an age of excessive materialism,
the times may be ripe to challenge the
dominant ethos. Perhaps we can make it
cool to shun fashion and footgear with
corporate logos and redefine hip as simple, real, and non-commercial.
Her fifth principle taps into growing
opposition to globalization and a dismaying recognition that Bangkok and New
York look the same. After two decades of
mega-mergers and five years of intense
globalization, the homogenization of retail environments is destroying local businesses and cultures. A recommitment to
local economies, independent small busi-

nesses, and consumer products that are
locally designed and produced could be
good for jobs, the environment, and cultural diversity.

T

he only principle that seems missing to me is one that goes to the
heart of our values. Progressives tend to
squirm when encouraged to examine
values at a personal level. We want to
change the system yet we remain uncomfortable with “soft” discussions of
individual transformation. But there is a
huge churning underway about values,
purpose, and spirit. Progressives can
dogmatically dismiss these forces as elements of religious dogmatism or New
Age narcissism, or they can connect
with this churning. I would argue that a
politics of consumption—and we need

The New Inequality:
Creating Solutions for
Poor America

Money and Politics:
Financing Our Elections
Democratically

Richard B. Freeman, et al.
Foreword by Robert B. Reich

David Donnelly, et al
Foreword by Gore Vidal

a better name for this—should include
guiding principles of humility and compassion. Humility and awe in surrendering to the “not knowing” about the
cosmology of things, coupled with an
affirmation of all those who hunger to
experience the Light, however one defines that. We need a politics that embraces compassion for the Earth, for
each other as individuals of equal human value, and especially for children
who will inherit the future. Can we not
come together with new energy, passion, and vision—combining forces for
justice and sustainability with the
hunger for rekindled spirits? Does a critique of consumer culture open up this
discussion in new and encouraging
ways? Schor argues that it does. I am
persuaded that she is on to something. ■

Reflecting All of Us: The
A Community of Equals:
Case for Proportional
The Constitutional
Representation
Protection of New Americans
Robert Richie, et al.
Foreword by Lani Guinier

Owen Fiss, et al.
Foreword by Edwige Danticat

Thoughtful Exchange from the
Newsstand to the Bookshelf...
Thanks to a partnership with Beacon Press, some of the best
debates from Boston Review’s New Democracy Forum are now
available in inexpensive paperback form. Be sure to check out
the latest installments in the series. In Metro Futures, Dan D.
Luria and Joel Rogers examine our cities, offering concrete policy recommendations that recognize the interdependence
between urban and suburban areas. Tracey L. Meares and Dan
M. Kahan revisit the struggle between Chicago public housing Metro Futures: Economic
residents and the ACLU over community policing in Urgent
Solutions for Cities and
Times. As always, prominent scholars and activists respond,
Their Suburbs
producing the kind of fruitful debate readers have come to
Daniel D. Luria, et al.
expect from the New Democracy Forum.
Foreword by Jesse Jackson, Sr.
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Urgent Times: Policing
and Rights in Inner-City
Communities
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Foreword by Eugene Rivers III
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Postmodern Markets
Douglas B. Holt

J

uliet Schor perceptively describes a
complex set of social problems that demand political remedy. But I disagree with
her analysis of the new consumerism and,
thus, with her proposed remedies.
Analytically, Schor argues that dramatic increases in economic inequality
have combined with increasing social
comparisons to upscale reference groups
in the mass media to produce an intensive
quest for upper-middle-class status
goods. Widespread participation in this
inflated status game has socially destructive results, including environmental
degradation, shrinking public provisioning, and an “aspirational gap”—with personal debt spiraling up and personal
happiness spiraling down.
As to remedies, Schor’s proposals aim
to stem both competitive consumption
and its harmful welfare effects. She wants
a consumer movement that promotes
family, religious, communal, egalitarian,
and environmental values rather than status competition. She also calls for taxes
on status goods, green taxes and subsidies, and tighter regulations on credit and
advertising.
The Postmodern Market
While I share many of Schor’s personal
commitments, I don’t think her agenda
will work as intended because she has
misidentified the basic mechanisms that
generate overconsumption and its attendant consequences. What is now driving
consumption is not upscale emulation,
but—in a word—differentiation.
The contemporary market—let’s call it
the “postmodern market”—depends increasingly upon two strategies to increase
sales and profits. First, areas of social life
that traditionally fell outside the market—
health care, education, prisons, religion,
the arts, poverty, the environment, caring
for the elderly and the dead—are now being brought into the market. Second, consumer identities are being fragmented,
proliferated, recombined, and turned into
salable goods. Thus, transnational companies compete on how quickly and effectively they can create markets out of new
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styles, meanings, and experiences produced in public culture. For example,
Nike has abandoned the core principle of
modern marketing, which advises companies to weave into their advertising only
those elements of public culture that are
consistent with the distinctive meanings of
the brand. Instead, Nike is bent upon attaching the “swoosh” logo to any person,
place, or thing that achieves recognition in
the popular cultural world of sports. Monopolizing the public channels of meaning
creation—grabbing the latest public fashion—is becoming more important than
monopolizing particular meanings.
The culture that supports these postmodern market conditions is premised
upon an extreme version of consumer sovereignty. The “good life” is not a matter of
having a well-defined list of status goods
now possessed by wealthy television personalities. Instead, it is an open-ended project of self-creation. The idea is to circulate
continually through new experiences,
things, and meanings—to play with different identities by consuming the goods and
services associated with them. The market
promotes a sense of freedom from constraint, an ultimate individuality through
commodities. Environmental degradation, the personal debt crisis, and private
provisioning are the unhappy results of
these unnatural beginnings. As desires become more dynamic and promiscuous,
consumption levels soar. Impossibly high
incomes (or loads of debt) seem absolutely
necessary, but not because we aspire to
mimic the status goods of the upper middle class as seen on television. Rather,
fountains of money are needed to participate in the postmodern version of the
“good life,” in which one pursues enhanced experiences and multiple lifestyles
by purchasing their ever-changing props.
If I’m right that postmodern market
conditions lead to overconsumption
problems, then a different kind of political intervention than the “new politics of
consumption” is required. To see why,
let’s suppose that Schor’s proposals were
instituted. What social changes would result? My analysis suggests the following:

1. Social class is but one of many identities that the market promotes. Thus, if status competition were completely shut
down, the market would effortlessly redirect that fraction of market activity devoted to status competition to other kinds of
self-definition.
2. The market would find the nonstatus values that Schor’s agenda encourages
and turn them into salable goods. For
example, the communitarian lifestyle
(Disney’s Rockwellesque Celebration,
Florida), the progressive lifestyle (Benetton, Body Shop, Working Assets), the
green lifestyle (The Nature Company,
Smith & Hawken, Ben & Jerry’s). Challenges to the market from alternative
lifestyles can be turned into more grist for
the postmodern market.
3. The new politics of consumption
agenda would not impact social inequality. Schor assumes that there is a fixed
set of “positional goods” that are used to
convey status. Yet one of Bourdieu’s
most forceful arguments is that social
distinction is not produced by a consensual set of status goods, but by socially
endowed sensibilities that are expressed
through acts of consumption. Historians and sociologists have shown conclusively that status consumption is
extremely dynamic, moving easily
across goods and categories. So, even if

If the cause of
overconsumption
problems is located
in the postmodern
organization of
the market,
challenges must aim
at market structure.
it were possible to limit the consumption of particular goods that are now
status symbols, status competition
would simply shift to other goods and
activities.
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A Political Response
If the cause of overconsumption problems is located in the postmodern organization of the market, challenges must
aim at market structure—in particular at
the processes through which the market
recycles public culture as commodities—
not the particular goods and services currently for sale. The market will cease to
promote postmodern consumer culture
only when this strategy becomes more
difficult and less profitable (or, alternatively, higher profits are to be had from
new strategies). For example, “cultural
pilfering” taxes on advertising, sponsorships, tie-in promotions, and public relations expenses would slow the
proliferation of commercialized culture.
Or, perhaps the process could be hampered by limiting commercial access to
the mass media and legislating in favor of
more public noncommercial media outlets and fewer private ones (see Bob Mc-

Chesney’s recommendations for “The
Future of the Media,” in the Summer
1998 issue of Boston Review ).
Intervening with market structure
rather than market content is also politically preferable. Though Schor understands the elitist, anti-democratic
problems inherent in legislating how
people should consume, she can’t avoid
proposals that dictate consumption patterns because her analysis focuses on
commercial content. For example, she
calls for legislation favoring mom-andpop retailers over chains. In my research,
I’ve found that working class people absolutely depend upon Wal-Mart, KMart, and J.C. Penney’s for inexpensive
merchandise of reasonable quality and
look forward with great enthusiasm to a
celebratory meal at Red Lobster and
shopping trips to the local outlet mall. Is
it appropriate to discourage these practices in favor of middle-class aesthetics?

We also need a strategy for mobilizing
consumers, but based upon different organizing principles than Schor’s. To deflate the motivating force of postmodern
consumer culture requires a collective understanding of the linkages between nomadic consumer desires, recombinant
consumer identities, and the structure of
the postmodern market. As the troubles
spawned by the postmodern market continue to grow—and Schor’s figures on
credit card debt suggest that the strategy
is approaching its limit—it is crucial to
anticipate ways to frame this critique of
consumerism in a manner that will resonate with a broad audience. Paradoxically, an anti-consumerism movement must
adopt sophisticated marketing techniques to have any hope of resonating
with people for whom commercial
rhetoric has become the dominant vernacular of social life. ■

Raves & Reviews
For Boston Review
“Boston Review has an almost ferocious commitment to issues -- not just debating
them, but exploring their root systems. Free-spoken, intelligent, and 180 degrees
from the soundbite mentality that governs most writing on controversial subjects.”

-Sven Birkerts
author of The Gutenberg Elegies
“Boston Review is both lively and serious about ideas, politics, and the arts. It
manages to convey the sense that there are things to discuss, and the discussion is
actually there.”

-Robert Solow
Nobel Laureate in Economics
“Boston Review operates at a level of literacy and responsibility which is all too rare
in our time.”

-John Kenneth Galbraith
author of The Good Society
“Boston Review is one of the few places today where serious discussion of our
political alternatives is flourishing. An antidote to complacence and conventional
wisdom, it offers hope of revitalizing American political debate.”

-Michael Sandel
author of Democracy’s Discontent
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A New Puritanism?
Craig J. Thompson

J

uliet Schor rightly chastises conventional economic theory for its narrow,
rationalistic understanding of consumer
preferences. As an alternative, she
sketches a sociological model of consumption, in which consumers go in for
upscale-emulation and endlessly ratchet
up their competitive consumption.
Schor’s “status game” analysis conveys important insights and is an improvement over the economistic
alternative. But applause does not foster
discussion, so I propose here to focus on
two related points of disagreement: first,
Schor is insufficiently attentive to the
cultural complexity of consumption;
second, her critique of consumption resonates with a puritanical moralism that
demonizes consumption as a source of
enervation and irrational excess.
1. Culture and Consumption. An extensive body of consumer studies has
documented that many central aspects
of both personal and collective identity
are created, maintained, and transformed through consumption.1 Personal enrichment and communal affiliation
do not exist outside of consumption or
necessarily in opposition to it. The status game critique of consuption is most
compelling when one accepts the romantic view that individuals harbor an
authentic self that can only be distorted
by the seductions of consumer culture.
It is less compelling when identity is taken to be socially constructed. From this
perspective, consumer culture provides
symbolic tools for constructing and reconstructing identity through self-defining leisure practices. (Am I, for example,
a runner, couch potato, classical pianist,
foreign film aficionado, or perhaps some
combination?) Consumption also links
1 See, for example, Eric J. Arnould and Lin-

da L. Price, “ ‘River Magic’: Extraordinary
Experience and the Service Encounter,”
Journal of Consumer Research 20 (June
1993): 24-46; John Schouten and James
McAlexander, “Subcultures of Consumption: An Ethnography of New Bikers,”
Journal of Consumer Research 22 (June
1995): 43-61.
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individuals together. On a small scale,
consider the social bonds enacted
through the ritual sharing of a meal or
gift exchange. On larger scale, think of
youth-oriented “rave” cultures, HarleyDavidson enthusiasts, or the virtual
communities coalescing around popular
culture entertainment (e.g. the resurgent
Star Wars community). Accordingly, an
effective politics of consumption must
move beyond a critique of materialism
and address the deep connections between personal and communal identity
and consumption practices.
For Schor the conspicuous act of materially “keeping up with the Joneses” is
the linchpin of contemporary consumption. But this formulation is in some
ways behind the postmodern times.
Consumers are already pursuing an improved quality of life rather than greater
quantity of stuff, and consumer culture
is right there selling “it” to them with
great skill and alacrity. Whether in the
form of travel or museum patronage,
self-enriching leisure activities are fundamentally embedded in marketing
techniques and the exigencies of consumer culture. Furthermore, nothing is
more heavily marketed than spiritual development: the “new age” industry, the
mass-marketed quasi-Eastern mysticism
espoused by Deepak Chopra, and religious experience (marketing is not just
for televangelism any more) are just a
few of the “spiritual goods” available on
the market. Indeed, postmodern consumer culture has been characterized as a
post-materialist “economy of signs,” in
which self-enhancement and even spiritual epiphany are dominant consumer
motivations. Of course, material goods
still carry much symbolic currency, but
consumption practices that enable individuals to create a “mindful,” “centered,” “authentic” identity, immune to
“other-directed” pressures, are now important markers of social status. An effective politics of consumption must
address this essential element of postmodern consumer culture.
Reducing consumption to an unreflective, Veblenesque status game also

elides the role of consumption in negotiating political and cultural ideas and
sensibilities. Thus, consider the role of
popular culture as a domain of expression and protest for those on the socioeconomic
margins
and
other
countercultural groups2: Chuck D said
that rap music is the “black CNN.” Yes,
these expressions of cultural resistance
have been routinely coopted by the market.3 Still, consumer culture gives expression to a multitude of meanings,
values, and social interests. And even
when these countercultural motifs enter
the mainstream, they carry the potential
for subtle forms of social change. Oncemarginal ideas about environmentalism
and naturalism, for example, have fostered an increasingly critical stance toward a status-chasing, materialistic
lifestyle and the “depthless” world of
mass-produced goods, glamorizing advertising pitches, home shopping networks, and dizzyingly garish shopping
malls.
2. Puritanism. Veblen is usually credited with the original insight into the
dire consequences of conspicuous consumption. But his oh-so-seminal account tapped into a broader range of
fin-de-siecle anxieties about the detrimental effects of modern civilization
upon masculinity. The Victorian “cult of
domesticity”—which fostered the cultural link between consumption and
femininity—was widely criticized as
emasculating, and thus threatening the
moral fiber (as well as the bodies) of the
next generation of patriarchs. The contemporary manifestation of this historical legacy is the view of consumption as
a wanton and scandalously profane activity that impedes the attainment of a
higher moral-spiritual plane. If real,
deep, genuine, higher human needs
could triumph over artificial consumer
desires, “the good society” would lie
within reach.
2 See for example George Lipsitz, Time Pas-

sages (1990).
3 Of course, this “trickle-up” process of

commodification also inspires new forms of
cultural expression among countercultural
groups struggling to distinguish themselves
from the dominant culture.
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What’s the problem with this despairingly disparaging view of consumption? For starters, consumer culture has
been uniquely attuned to the social positions of women and their culturally constructed feminist aesthetic.4 The moral
critique of consumerism has an inescapably patriarchal background: it is
steeped in a phobia of feminization and
an infatuation with Puritanical asceti4 See among others Rita Felski, The Gender

of Modernity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1993); and William
Leach, Land of Desire (New York: Pantheon, 1991).
5 It’s not just about sex. A mundane, if anec-

dotal example should suffice to make the
point. American consumer culture is notorious for its Puritanical, self-abnegating, and
hyper-controlling orientation toward food,
and it is also a culture where junk food, sublimated advertising images of food erotica,
obesity, and binge eating abound. In dramatic contrast, Continental cultures—the French
being the exemplary case—view eating in
highly sensual and social terms and, in general, have a far more relaxed and unproblematic
relation to food.
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cism. It effects a rejection of the sensual
and emotive aspects of human experience and an extreme suspicion of “unproductive” pleasures.
Consumption is dangerous precisely
because it resists this rationalized, puritanical, patriarchal construction of the
perfect society. That actual consumer
behavior does not correspond even a little bit to the “rational man” model so lionized by conventional economists is
not just a theoretical oversight but the
very point. Consumer behavior has always been an inexplicable misbehavior
for those who envision a rational social
order: it is too emotive, irrational, and
impelled by desires for pleasure and
baroque excess—“why can’t a consumer
be more like a rational man?”
Rather than extolling the middleclass to “resist” the seductive enticements of the market-place and consume
more autonomously and rationally, perhaps we should abandon this self-disciplining, rationalist discourse altogether.
Such abandonment need not lead to an
even greater preoccupation with consumption. An irony not to be overlooked is that this pervasive moralistic
critique of consumption has been the

historical concomitant to the explosive
increase in materialism. Perhaps the never-ending cycle of work-spend and the
ceaseless quest for “new things” has less
to do with a desire to “keep up with the
Joneses” than a deeply internalized inhibition against pleasure.5

S

o, perhaps a radical politics of consumption should argue for getting
more pleasure out of consumption,
rather than repackaging the age-old admonition that individuals seek “true”
fulfillment by escaping the flesh, or
mortifying it. Schor makes the cogent
point that everyone in the advertising
industry knows that consumers are not
rational, utility maximizers. They also
know that “sex sells.” Though it is
tempting to say that it sells “despite our
puritanical view of sexuality,” the truth
may be that it sells “because of our puritanical view of sexuality.” Could it be
that insatiable materialistic desires and
the undeniable ecological dangers posed
by overconsumption are equally dependent on a Puritanical rendering of consumer pleasure as a moral danger—and
therefore as worthy of our devotion? ■
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Too Much Economics
Michèle Lamont and Virág Molnár

I

n The Morality of Spending, Daniel
Horowitz shows that generations of
American social critics have addressed the
perils of changing patterns of consumption.1 Such critics, according to Horowitz,
understood the consequences of these patterns, but were limited in their vision of
the
social
meaning
of
consumption by their moralistic outlooks.
Juliet Schor’s essay offers wellintentioned suggestions about how to revive this tradition of social criticism. But
her economistic point of departure severely constrains her own alternative.
To be sure, Schor’s economic perspective conveys important insights. She focuses our attention on the tension between a
growing polarization of income and the
upscaling of consumption in American society: as desires grow, fewer people have the
means to afford what they desire; the result
is a general decline in Americans’ sense of
well-being. The Good Life is increasingly
defined in terms of upper-middle class
standards, which can be achieved by but a
few. The cost of failing is rising, at least in
psychological terms.
This starting point is extremely fruitful
and addresses what we consider to be one
of the main conundrums of contemporary
American society: with social citizenship
defined in terms of consumption, and
with disposable income rising for few and
falling for many, how can the majority of
the population maintain a sense of selfworth? This problem is becoming more
salient not only in the United States, but
all over the world, as the market—and
more broadly neoliberalism—become the
dominant organizing principles of social
life.
Schor’s past and current writings have
appeal largely because she takes as a point
of departure the very economic theory that
has become common-sense knowledge in
contemporary American society. What she
writes resonates with the folk theories of
the “average-educated-reader” about how
1 Daniel Horowitz, The Morality of Spend-

ing: Attitudes Toward the Consumer Society
in America, 1875-1940 (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1985).
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the world works. But economic theory is
also the source of the main shortcomings
of her contribution—shortcomings that,
in our view, plague the details of her diagnosis and solution. Her challenge to consumer society does not go beyond the
classical critique of the economic theory of
consumer behavior.2 This limitation prevents her from fully comprehending the
complex meanings that various groups attribute to consumption. Paradoxically, it
also prevents her from offering solutions
that truly transcend the idea that “money
is a key to happiness.” Finally, her understanding of the role of consumer movements, and of progressive intellectuals in
them, is marred by an unconvincing voluntarism.

S

chor criticizes the economic theory of
consumption for assuming, for example, that consumers are rational. She offers
rich evidence that this and other assumptions are unfounded. However, her description of what guides consumption is
generally framed in individual terms. The
implicit model she uses remains an economic one—that of a single individual entering a shopping mall and choosing
among goods to maximize the investment
of his or her resources, with the primary
goal of accumulating goods to gain status.
The definition of status itself is not treated
as a problem and social relations enter the
equation only through the determination
of individual preferences (via the impact of
reference groups).
An alternative, more cultural, model
would frame consumption as a social
act—shopping, for example, is often done
with a friend or family member and with
someone else’s needs in mind.3 And it

2 Schor constantly uses economistic jargon

and metaphors in her essay. For instance, she
writes about “markets for the alternatives to
status or positional goods,” the “market for
public goods,” the “market for time,” the
“underproduction of public goods,” and
the
“underproduction
of
leisure.”
3 See Daniel Miller, The Theory of Shopping

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998).

would not define consumption in opposition to leisure, as shopping itself is often
considered a pastime. Finally, it would examine the full range of definitions of status
and worth that people adopt, and their articulation with socio-economic status in
particular.
The dominance of an economic model in Schor’s argument is also apparent in
her failure to systematically differentiate
between the meanings given to consumption by members of different classes and
races. Her many examples privilege a specific upper-middle class stance by claiming
that conspicuous consumption is primary:
as always, Newton prevails over Roxbury.
But to address the upscaling of needs, one
should differentiate carefully among the
understandings of consumption by uppermiddle class, working class, and poor people. For this last group, meeting basic
needs is often primary. For the American
working class, quality of life is often defined in terms of the defense of personal
integrity and dignity, as well as in terms of
consumption.4 For the upper-middle
class, the goal of maximizing one’s socioeconomic status de facto frequently goes
hand in hand with the construction of a
morally meaningful life and the pursuit of
self-actualization. Finally, for blacks as opposed to whites, consumption is often the
key to a positive collective identity.5 Moreover, the logic of conspicuous consumption is different for black urban youth and
residents of the Upper East Side. Marketing specialists have identified the urban
youth market as one of the fastest growing
market segments, and these consumers do
not emulate the taste of the white upper4 Michèle Lamont, “Above ‘People Above:’

Status and Worth Among White and Black
Workers,” in The Cultural Territories of
Race: Black and White Boundaries, edited
by Michèle Lamont. (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press and New York, Russell
Sage Foundation, 1999).
5 See, for example, Virág Molnár and

Michèle Lamont, “Social Categorization
and Group Identification: How African
Americans Shape their Collective Identity
Through Consumption,” in Interdisciplinary Approaches to Demand and Its
Role in Innovation, edited by Andrew
McMeekin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, forthcoming).
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middle class—while Schor implies that
everyone emulates this group.6
The impact of economic theory on
Schor’s thinking is also apparent in the alternative she offers. She proposes to replace an exclusive focus on individual
private consumption with a focus on
spending differently (i.e., by investing in
public consumption, buying free time,
and saving). However, interviews suggest
6 Schor makes the same mistake as Bourdieu

in subsuming the tastes of the dominated
groups to those of the dominant class. For
instance, in The Overspent American: Upscaling, Downshifting, and the New Consumer
(New York: Basic Books, 1998), she suggests
that Americans mostly watch entertainment
television that offers white upper-middleclass life as a model (e.g., ER, Friends, and LA
Law). In fact, the preferences of whites and
blacks in television watching preference have
been diverging in recent years.
7 When Schor discusses alternative life

strategies, she tends to downplay the noneconomic aspects of these activities. For
instance, she describes work as an oppressive activity tied to money-making, while
in fact it is often thought of as a realm of
self-actualization. And though she writes
that “large majorities hold ambivalent
views about consumerism: they struggle
with ongoing conflicts between materialism and an alternative set of values stressing family, religion, and community,” she
does not go beyond these mentions, and
explore the content of these values. Nor
does she say how building intimacy, for
example, could act as an alternative source
of worth and/or status.
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that individuals who strive to keep the logic of profit and social-position maximization from dominating their lives do so less
by finding new ways to spend and by reducing the importance of spending in
their lives than by centering their attention
on other spheres and activities: intimacy,
creativity, morality, religion, education,
and the arts, for example.7 This does not
mean that consumption is peripheral to
people’s identity. But how one relates to

As always,
Newton prevails
over Roxbury.
what one consumes is as important as
what one consumes. In other words, the
cultural framing of consumption is not as
stable as Schor implies; in fact, the spending patterns of the upper-middle class have
less legitimacy than she grants them, as
goods are always multivocal, even for lowstatus groups.
Finally, Schor invites us to rejuvenate
consumer movements by developing a
“New Politics of Consumption” that aims
8 Schor advocates personal restraints as a

form of “collective response” to consumption. Though she suggests it is wrong-headed to believe that “a pure act of will can
resolve this issue,” she does not provide any
alternative to voluntarism.

in part at encouraging people to “welcome
initiatives which reduce the pressure they
feel to keep up with rising standards.” An
unrepentant voluntarism underlies this
proposal. Schor emphasizes changes in private consumption practices—personal restraints—as the solution to our
conundrum.8 Taxing luxury products is
also offered as a viable strategy. Instead, we
submit that change is more likely to
emerge from gaining a better understanding of how people develop a sense of selfworth and define a worthy life, and using
that understanding to sharpen the messages progressive social movements offer.
Well-intentioned scholars such as Schor
need to frame alternatives to market-driven lives by looking beyond consumption.
Indeed, dignity, personal integrity, and
self-actualization are often achieved
through meaningful relationships with
others, instead of through things. If social
membership is so often defined through
consumption in American society, alternative bases of membership remain available
and must be explored.
These criticisms should not distract
from the importance of Schor’s contribution in alerting us to the urgency of the situation: she is among a handful of
economists, including Robert Frank, who
attempt to bring back the social into the
narrowly path-dependent worldview of
economists. But she clearly does not go far
enough, and an effective tactician she is
not. We may need a broader understanding of status to reach more convincing alternative paths to limitless emulation and
conspicuous consumption. ■
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Leisure for All
Lawrence Mishel, Jared Bernstein,
and John Schmitt

J

uliet Schor is to be commended for
tackling tough issues and pushing forward the frontiers of economic analysis.
Such exploratory work necessarily moves
the debate beyond established research
and policy discussions, so there is no value in extensive quibbling over the evidence for or against her story line. Rather,
we will identify areas of agreement and
disagreement and areas where further exploration is needed to satisfy our skepticism.
Schor’s main thesis is that we need a
new “politics of consumption” because
“the new consumerism” that arose in the
1980s—“a rapid escalation of desire and
need”—is causing stress, harming the
environment, and weakening the public
sector.
We agree about the importance a vision focused on “quality of life” rather
than “quantity of stuff.” So in our work at
the Economic Policy Institute1, we stress
changes in “living standards” rather than
income per se. Although we see a strong
connection between improved living
standards and higher income, we know
that income is not a complete measure of
“economic well-being,” let alone a complete measure of living standards or quality of life. And we certainly agree that
1 See our book, The State of Working Amer-

ica, 1998-99, by Lawrence Mishel, Jared
Bernstein, and John Schmitt. An Economic Policy Institute Book (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998).
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justice requires a vastly more equal distribution of income, wealth, and power,
both domestically and globally.

W

e agree, too, that the typical American (by which we mean the median
household or family) “finds it harder to
achieve a satisfying standard of living than
25 years ago.” Incomes have been relatively stagnant since 1973 despite a greater
share of family members working—and
working more annual hours—in the paid
labor force. This stagnation is the result of
slow productivity growth and a phenomenal growth in income inequality. These income trends, along with the erosion of
employer-provided pension and health insurance coverage and high involuntary job
displacement, have induced stress and insecurity, exacerbated crime, and widened a
maldistribution of health outcomes. Some
of these trends have ameliorated in the period of low unemployment since 1996, but
we fear they will return as unemployment
returns to more familiar levels.
The causes of the productivity slowdown are not well known but the growth
of income inequality has been primarily
driven by the growing inequality of
hourly wages. Wage inequality, in turn,
has been driven by a redistribution of
power achieved through such laissez-faire
policies as globalization (foreign investment, trade, and the sensitive issue of immigration) deregulation, deunionization,
a weakened social safety net, and a lower
minimum wage in the context of relative-

ly high unemployment (especially in the
early 1980s, when much of this redistribution took place). A related phenomenon
has been a significant redistribution of income from wage to capital (profit and interest) income.
We agree with Schor that current
policies and market forces do not adequately protect the environment nor adequately support public investment
(infrastructure, education) or social insurance and transfers. The public sector,
“government,” has been under a widespread, intensive assault for several
decades now. However, we would not
want to over-dramatize the outcome of
this struggle, as the public sector’s share of
national resources has remained relatively
constant. Moreover, the attack on government is the product of many factors,
including a general decline in voters’ faith
in the effectiveness of government, stagnant pre-tax incomes (making taxes more
of an issue), and an aggressive ideological
and policy assault from business and the
well-off (who need fewer public services).
We disagree with Schor in that we do not
see a role for a new consumer mentality,
independent of the factors just described,
leading to the squeeze on government
and a shift in spending from public to
private goods. It is notable that the GOP
has gotten little political traction for its
tax-cut agenda in the last few years as incomes and wages have been rising across
the board.
It is also hard to see a new consumerism as responsible for the loss of
leisure. We agree that there has been
such a loss. But it is principally driven by
more women working, and more
women working full-year and full-time.
It does not reflect a general rise in average weekly hours, as we would expect if a
new-consumerist urge to spend was driving leisure down. This greater (paid)
work effort is part of a decades-long increase in women’s labor force participation, reinforced by feminism and male
wage deterioration. The growth in
women’s paid work hours has been
greatest among lower- and middle-income families and not among the welloff.2 (We suspect this does not
correspond to a “new consumerism,”
since these are the families where male
2 See Table 1.17 in the State of Working

America, 1998-1999.
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wages and family incomes have fared
worst. In fact, in the absence of wives’
increased contributions, the income of
these families would have fallen, instead
of merely stagnating.)
Nor is it clear to us that the leisure
problem is primarily due to employers
blocking options of workers—failing to
provide a sufficiently flexible range of labor/leisure packages. True, employer
policies do not appropriately correspond
to the preferences of workers regarding
the extent or timing of work. Nevertheless, there does seem to us to be a basic
American cultural preference for income
over leisure (certainly relative to Europe),
as witnessed by the eagerness for overtime
and the willingness of workers to accept
less paid time off (e.g., vacations) rather
than wage reductions during concession
bargaining in the 1980s. So, it is values
and economics at work here.

I

n some cases, our response to Schor’s
arguments is more simply skeptical (or
perhaps not adequately informed). One
is that “consumption is part of the problem,” meaning that the new consumerism is an independent force
exacerbating inequalities. We presume
that this notion goes beyond the obvious
point that a maldistribution of power,
wealth, and income leads to a maldistribution in consumption, and that when
the well-off gain excessively, one finds
ugly, excessive spending. It is also true
that vast inequalities exacerbate the risks
in not clinging to or getting one’s progeny onto the same or higher rung of the
social ladder. But we need to hear more
about how materialistic consumer attitudes, independent of income and
wealth, affect inequalities. We are also
dubious that more income, once above
the poverty level, “is relatively unimportant in affecting well-being,” or that eco-
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nomic growth over the last few decades
is associated with declines in well-being.
We are also skeptical that there is a set
of consumer values, called “new consumerism,” that arose in the 1980s and
that have a qualitatively and quantitatively different impact on the economy. We
note that this has been a period of historically slow consumption growth in the
United States and other advanced countries (except among the very well off in
the United States).
Schor usefully asks whether those of
us who emphasize renewing growth and
greater equity would find achieving a
$50,000 income for the typical family
sufficient, or is it necessary to go towards
$100,000? Where is the end of this
process, she asks? Fair enough. The answer is “it depends.” If income growth
comes from people working much
longer and harder, the gains may well
not be worth the effort. But if productivity growth (defined as getting more
from the same human and material inputs) fuels income growth, then there is
no problem with expanding income or
the standard of adequate income. Similarly with growth that results from enhanced human skills or better
equipment. Nor are we sure it is problematic if the share of the population
working continues to increase. Furthermore, it is not obvious that we face resource constraints that require us to
limit, rather than to shape, growth. Environmentally destructive growth where
the vast majority do not see income
growth is clearly problematic. But that
hardly describes all economic growth.

W

e too are troubled by a phenomenon closely related to a “new consumerism.” This is the continued
“marketization” of all aspects of life—the
extension of the market into new spheres.

To accomplish a culture war against
materialism, we
will have to
confront inequality
Commercialism runs amuck, evidenced
by commercials before you watch a movie
(arriving in the late 1970s) and while you
watch a movie (the ubiquitous practice of
product placement). The amassing and
use of personal data by marketeers not
only erodes privacy but increasingly reduces us to a singular consumerist role.
Making individuals subject to more risk
via downsizing, via the privatization of
social security, and via other erosions of
the social safety net only compounds the
problem.
Thus, there is a need to establish policies which “keep the market in its place”
and which shape market practices (e.g.,
employer policies) to accommodate personal lives and provide retirement, health,
and other security.
Part of the struggle Schor calls for goes
beyond this and amounts to a “culture
war” against materialism. To accomplish
this, however, we will have to confront
current and growing inequality, lest we ask
those with a beleaguered living standard to
reduce their consumption. But if combined with such confrontation, this culture war is well worth fighting: it would
require that we articulate a vision founded
on decent political values and establish
mechanisms for the economy to reflect
those values. Leisure for all! ■
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Juliet Schor Responds
T

he contributors to this forum are an
extraordinary group of people,
whose work I have long admired and
learned from. I am honored by their willingness to comment on mine. These are
exactly the kinds of discussions about
consuming that we need. Has the postmodern marketplace of Holt, Thompson, and perhaps Lamont and Molnár,
vitiated the positional competitions of
Schor, Brown, and Frank? Is the most urgent and profound failure of consumption its environmental impact (Gibbons
and Taylor)? Or is inequality the larger
problem (Mishel, Bernstein, and
Schmitt)? Is there no middle ground between Twitchell’s laissez-faire, celebratory attitude toward spending and his fear
of the Consumer Police? These are vital
analytical and political questions.
Analysis
Let me begin with some questions about
my analysis. Holt, Thompson, and
Lamont and Molnar all argue that I have
misinterpreted the current consumer culture. While they differ in their specifics,
all three responses challenge the centrality
which I accord to classic status competitions in my analysis of the growth of consumption. Holt and Thompson argue
that a postmodern marketplace has replaced status-seeking with (in Holt’s
words) an “open-ended project of selfcreation,” in which consumers do not
aim to copy the wealthy but to reinvent
themselves by consuming new things in
new ways. Lamont and Molnár take the
view that upper-middle-class white tastes
are not widely shared across society, as in
the classical status model.
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Generally speaking, I think the postmodern perspective focuses excessively on
youth, sub-cultures, new commodities,
and “cutting edge” trends. And it takes
too narrow and literal a view of how status operates. To focus the disagreement,
however, I need to begin by correcting
what strikes me as a mischaracterization
of my view by Holt. I have never argued
that there are particular or fixed status
symbols. Status-competition is a dynamic process, and particular status markers
tend to lose prestige and value as they
proliferate. (This, by the way, is what Jim
Twitchell fails to mention in his comments about Uncle Louie’s headstone.
Twenty years from now, upscale home
buyers will regard the slabs in the kitchen
as tacky remnants of a previous generation’s bad taste, and will spend large
amounts of money ripping them out and
replacing them.) What does remain fixed,
and perhaps this is what Holt objects to,
is that goods which are more socially visible in their use and possession tend to figure more prominently in competitions.
So, for example, shoes, clothing, modes
of transport, homes, and home decoration have historically been (and continue
to be) central in status competitions.
Even the most ardent advocate of the
postmodern marketplace can hardly have
missed the upscaling to luxury vehicles,
designer clothing, and larger and more
luxurious houses. If people are merely
reinventing themselves, why do they typically turn to these visible symbols of their
identities? At the same time, what Holt
calls postmodern commodities (a weekend at Kirpalu) are also implicated in this
process. But this is nothing new: when

consumption is rising, new commodities
always enter the game. Perhaps I should
mention that I have never argued for restricting particular commodities (except
on grounds of environmental impacts), as
some of these contributions suggest. My
favorite type of anti-status tax is one which
taxes higher-end versions of commodities
more heavily. (And, for a final point on
Holt, I certainly do not advocate taking
away the opportunity for consumers to
shop at cheaper outlets; my concern is
with maintaining diversity in retailing.
The question is whether or not Wal-Mart
will be allowed to wipe out the individual
proprietorships and smaller chains.)
Lamont and Molnár claim that I focus on Newton to the exclusion of Roxbury. It’s a fair claim, about which I was
quite explicit in my book (although not
in this piece, given the brevity of the section on new consumerism). I do believe,
however, that the differences Lamont and
Molnár discuss (class and race, for example) have declined over the twentieth century. Roxbury and Newton youth are not
simply the same, but with respect to what
consumers desire, the trend has been toward more uniformity across groups. The
fact that fashion innovations now go
from Roxbury to Newton in no way invalidates this claim. Furthermore, status
models do not require that all participants experience the game in the same
way, only that different groups assign
similar rankings to products. Inner-city
youth and suburban stockbrokers both
want BMWs, but it does not follow that
they mean the same thing in both places.
Finally, if I am guilty of overemphasizing the classical status model, it is because I am responding to what strikes me
as widespread hostility to this interpretation. I have always found this ironic, because it was just the moment when status
competition intensified that the scholars
began claiming that status-seeking was
dead. Ultimately, as Clair Brown reminds
us, a large part of the answer to this question must be empirical. Her work on this
question is a classic, and her findings on
the 1973-1988 period are a challenge to
my interpretation. I wonder, though, if a
shift from spending money on new products to spending money on upscale versions of existing products could account
for her failure to see an increase in expenditures on status in the consumer expenditure data.
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Some of the other responses raised issues of interpretation. I was a bit surprised that Robert Frank characterized
me as favoring a “marketing explanation,” in contrast to his account, which
emphasizes changes in the income and
wealth distribution. My Overspent American argued that the worsening distributions of income and wealth set off the
current round of conspicuous consumption. Indeed, I believe this is one of the
major points of similarity between
Frank’s account and mine. (The other is
our common emphasis on the externalities associated with positional competitions, and our belief in the value of tax
policy to dampen those competitions.)
Where Frank and I differ is that he does
not argue that the nature of reference
group comparisons has changed, as I do.
This is why television is important in my
story: not because of advertising, but because of the bias in its programming toward affluent lifestyles and the impact
that has had on viewers’ perceptions of reality—an impact that has grown with
skyrocketing television viewing time over
this period.
Finally, Mishel, Bernstein, and
Schmitt offer an illuminating series of
queries and cautionary notes. On a small
point, I would say that the contribution
of
“new
consumerism”
has
precisely been to increase families’ commitment to dual-earner households and
full-time female labor force participation, rather than longer weekly hours.
Many of the jobs that married women
have been entering are salaried, and
therefore longer weekly hours do not
raise incomes. On the larger point of
their skepticism about the value of raising consumerism as an issue in progressive politics, I understand it fully. It can
be treacherous territory. But I would
love to see their Economic Policy Institute do research on some of the basic
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questions that a consumer critique raises, such as the relations between income,
free time, and quality of life, and the
question of “limits to growth” raised by
Taylor and Gibbons.
Politics
What about the politics of my position?
To Craig Thompson’s question about
pleasure, I’m ambivalent. Of course, I’m
all for pleasure. But I’d say pleasure is one
of the things consumerism is pretty good
at generating. If the response comes back
that the market only gives us “false” short
term pleasures, I’d worry about falling
into the trap of thinking that consuming
is a world of artificial desire or low-brow
amoralism. Jim Twitchell might want to
tar me with that brush, but I’ve tried pretty hard to steer clear of a view with the
improbable implication that consuming
isn’t satisfying. Mainly because I don’t believe it.
I appreciate Taylor’s pointing out that
I gave short shrift to the environmental
effects of consumption, and that those
must play a central role in any political
discourse of consumption. Coming to
terms with our current destruction of the
planetary ecology will be an important
part of coming to a new set of values. In
this regard, the suggestions of Jack Gibbons are extremely important—for better
pricing, more truth in advertising, product labeling, and so forth.
Lamont and Molnár suggest that I’m
too individualistic, economistic, and
voluntaristic. On the first, one accusation is that I have an individualistic theory of shopping. Actually, I have no
theory of shopping. I have a theory of
spending, which people may do alone,
or in company. My examples were merely that, for the purpose of showing
what’s wrong with the neoclassical view.
I reject the charge of an individualist
theory of spending because the action in

my story is all around people’s attempts
to connect to others, and the importance of social context. By the same token, in calling for a new politics of
consumption, I am in no way arguing
against non-material meanings, values,
and self-definition. Quite the opposite.
My work emphasizes the importance of
time in reproducing human relationships, and the tradeoffs between free
time and earning money (not consumption as an alternative to leisure). In this
sense, I put myself very squarely in the
camp that is questioning the relationship between income and happiness. On
the question of excessive voluntarism, I
would reply that my principles are a
combination of structural change
through policy, cultural change through
individual and local collective action,
and a larger national mobilization. I find
it inconceivable that progress on these
issues could be made without individual, collective, national, local, cultural,
social, and economic change. Consumerism is just too powerful.
Finally, to Jim Twitchell: I have no
beef with bad taste; it’s the high-end stuff
I’m worried about. You don’t have to
worry about me hassling the poor. Or
even, for that matter, the rich. It’s not
particular commodities that worry me. It
really is the “Big Points” that Twitchell
doesn’t want to talk about. Like Destroying the Planet. Or Not Having Time to
Know Each Other. Or Not Having Decent News Because Advertisers Control
Content.
Twitchell says at the end of his comment “The more we have of this stuff, the
more important it has become. It is a little
unsettling, to be sure. To me, too.” After
all his celebration of consumerism, it
seems to worry Twitchell. And that
means he is not only like me, but like
most Americans. ■
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Presentation on theme: "The New Politics of Consumption. Where are we now? In contemporary American culture, consuming is as
authentic as it gets.Â Consumption-induced environmental damage remains pervasive, and we are in the midst of widespread failures
of public provision. While the current economic boom has allayed consumers' fears for the moment, many Americans have long-term
worries about their ability to meet basic needs, ensure a decent standard of living for their children, and keep up with an ever-escalating
consumption norm.â€œ Juliet Schor, â€œTowards a New Politics of Consumption,â€ 447 â€œThe new consumerism, with its growing
apirational gap, has begun to jeopardize the quality of American lifeâ€ (450).

