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To Tibor Scitovsky,
who has raised so many of the critical questions



Note to the Reader

In general, the summaries presented here do not repeat material from the
original articles verbatim. In a few instances it has seemed appropriate to in-
clude in the summaries direct quotations from the original text ranging
from a phrase to a few sentences. Where this has been done, the page ref-
erence to the original article is given in square brackets. The complete ci-
tation for the article always appears at the beginning of the summary. Ret-
erences to other books or articles appear in endnotes following each
summary.
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Foreword

On no matter is economics more in contradiction with itself than in its view
of consumer behavior and motivation and the consumer-oriented society.
With increasing consumer well-being, it is held, the urgency of consumer
goods production does not diminish. There is no concept of enough or
more than enough. In technical terms, while the marginal utility of the par-
ticular product does decline, that of goods in general and specifically the
money income that procures them are broadly regarded as constant. Sys-
tematically ignored is the evident fact that above a certain level of income
it is also expected that some part will be saved and—greatly in the public
interest—will be invested for more production.

Equally, perhaps even more strenuously, resisted is the notion that con-
sumer wants are, in any substantial measure, created by the firms that sup-
ply them. It is commonly known that with the production of goods goes
the persuasion that assures their purchase. Advertising, as in several essays
here told, is an essential feature of the economic process. But this economic
reality has long been denied. In the orthodox view consumer sovereignty
reigns supreme. Questioning this some years ago, I was powerfully assailed
in textbooks for failing to note that the Ford Motor Company had once
produced a vehicle, the Edsel, which consumers, exercising that sovereign
choice, chose not to buy. That quite a few other models were successfully
promoted went unmentioned. Economists, one could only conclude, did
not (still do not) watch television.

From the foregoing come two consequences of especially urgent effect.
As the need for goods in the modern consumer economy lessens and be-
comes more contrived, the economic system achieves its importance, even
urgency, not for the goods and services it produces but for the work and
income it provides. The modern politician, quite regardless of party or po-
litical faith, never speaks of the need to produce more goods and services.
Plenitude is here assumed. Reference is always to the jobs provided. Every-
day political expression corrects the basic economic theory, emphasizing
not the goods created, or the service rendered, but the employment pro-
vided; not the wants satisfied but the income made available.

Related is the way in which the modern consumer economy is locked
into the social need for steadily expanding output. Absent this expansion,
there is stagnation, recession, depression, unemployment, and, perhaps,
acute political and social tension. The stable or reduced supply of goods
and services causes no pain, no deprivation; it is the reduced flow of in-

xXL
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come, the unemployment, the effect on business income and solvency that
is cited and feared. The modern consumer economy is tied in unrelenting
fashion to the need for steadily expanding production. Consumption, once
the purpose of economic life, has now a supporting role. One can suffer a
shortage of income; one never, in all ordinary circumstances, suffers a
shortage of goods to buy.

A further point—speaking of the market economy. In the modern soci-
ety there is also the role of the state. Essential functions—a safety net for
the poor, education, low-income housing, essential regulation, and much
else—come from government. Private goods and services have enormous
and costly promotional support: the advertising and salesmanship of the
market sector. Public services, especially those for the poorer citizens, enjoy
no such promotion. As a result, the modern economy has an inherently un-
equal and unsocial distribution of resources between its private and public
sectors—wonderfully expensive television programs, poor schools; spa-
cious, handsomely furnished houses, filthy streets; abundant automobiles,
dense traffic jams and poor public transportation.

With the development, perhaps one should say exploitation, of the mod-
ern consumer economy has come a marked change in social concern as re-
gards consumer products. There was once the consumer movement—a de-
termined investigation of, and report on, the value and utility of various
consumer products and supporting public regulation and education. This
continues but with a diminished sense of social urgency. The poor still need
guidance on what they buy, including protection against consumer scams.
For the more affluently supplied there is no similar urgency. There is no so-
cial need for according guidance on the purchase of a Cadillac or a Mer-
cedes Benz. Or for that matter, designer jeans or a vast range of other af-
fluent products. As consumer necessity yields to fashion and persuasion,
concern for consumer protection and choice inevitably recedes. This is rec-
ognized in part, but far from fully, in either public discourse or practice.

But enough. The foregoing will tell why I am attracted to this book as,
I trust, will be many others. It is a diverse, technically competent, and in-
tellectually compelling look at the modern consumer economy. It brings
the modern consumer economy into focus in all its many aspects, includ-
ing the highly important question of environmental eftects. The consumer
society, it makes clear, is peculiarly the good fortune of the fortunate. Were
it at a similar level of production and resources use for all the people of all
the poor lands, life on the planet would be endangered, perhaps impossi-
ble. Pollution would be insuftferable; so also the use of space and, as noted,
the depletion of natural resources. The Dalai Lama, a friend of mine from
my India days, put the matter with wonderful precision in conversation a
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few weeks ago: “ What would the world be like if everyone drove a motor
car?”

In recent years, Tufts University, long a place of diverse interests, wisely
has added to its distinction by its teaching, research, and outward educa-
tion on pressing social concerns at home and abroad. This has included and
indeed emphasized environmental issues but also much else of urgent pub-
lic concern. A committed, articulate, and distinguished group of scholars
has come together for this effort, as this, and the series of studies of which
it is a part, amply reveal. As I have made sufficiently clear, the matters here
discussed have long reflected my particular interest. But that is a small part
of the present effort. This (and companion volumes to come) is work of
breadth, depth, and diversity, displaying a strong sense of social responsi-
bility. For all concerned with the urgent questions of modern economic life,
this volume is to be read, admired, and, I trust, made a source of strong
comment and national and international motivation.

John Kenneth Galbraith
Harvard University
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Volume Introduction

Neva R. Goodwin

Studies of the consumer society are valuable for the light they shed on two
apparently opposed phenomena: affluence and poverty. Many of the earli-
est and loudest critics of such a society come from the side of affluence;
their most general complaints are that they have been led to desire some-
thing (a lifestyle, a collection of goods) that does not bring them the
promised satisfaction, or that leads them (or other people) away from de-
velopment of their better, higher potential.

Less is currently being written in defense of the consumer society, in part
because those who uphold the pillars on which it rests feel that they have a
very strong position. They present it, implicitly, in the question: Then
would you rather be poor? But this is an oversimplification. Poverty is not
the only conceivable alternative to a consumer society. However the afflu-
ence of modern industrialized countries as they are currently organized
does depend upon a cultural, institutional, and economic “package” of in-
dustrial society of which consumerism is a part. It is not always clear how
to remove one part of this package and still enjoy the benefits of the rest.

Consumer Society and Poverty: Solution or Cause?

Is a consumer society a good society? Does it achieve real human well-
being? One way to approach these questions draws on the view of con-
sumerism as part of an industrial package, and asks whether this package
represents a good, or the best available, solution to the age-old human
problem of poverty.

Consider the following passage from a book written by the American
economist George Katona in the early 1960s:

Today in this country minimum standards of nutrition, housing, and
clothing are assured, not for all, but for the majority. Beyond these mini-
mum needs, such former luxuries as homeownership, durable goods,
travel, recreation and entertainment are no longer restricted to a few. The
broad masses participate in enjoying all these things and generate most of
the demand for them.

What is known all over the world as the American standard of living
does not consist of luxurious living by the wealthy. Prosperity by a thin
upper class would be neither new nor envied by millions abroad. What is
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new is the common man’s sharing in the ways of living that in the past
were reserved for the few. The common man’s ability to use some of his
money for what he would like to have rather than for what he must have
represents the revolutionary change. !

This statement, accompanied by perhaps a more arguable assertion that
“higher living standards in turn appear to set the stage for, rather than to
impede, cultural aspirations,” leads Katona to conclude: “There is much
cause to be grateful for the fact that ours is a consumer-oriented society.” 2
Since most of the world agrees with this conclusion—or would like to be
able to have such cause for gratitude in their own societies—it is hardly one
to be dismissed ofthandedly. It is not, however, a point of view that is much
represented in this book. Why not?

One reason is precisely that it zs the majority opinion, not only in the dis-
cipline of economics, but in the world—and the purpose of the Frontiers
series is to give exposure to alternative ways of understanding economic is-
sues within the context of their social and physical environments. In justi-
fying the investigation of alternative perspectives on consumption, the
question we must address is the following: Given the widely accepted hu-
manitarian importance of a rapid increase in output and consumption in
much of the developing world, as well as improved living conditions for the
truly poor in the industrialized world, why do we think it is worthwhile to
focus on the negative side of the consumer society?

Different authors will answer this question differently and we, the editors
and researchers associated with this book, do not agree with every one of
the (sometimes mutually contradictory) critiques of the consumer society
that we have summarized. Nevertheless, there are some broad statements
that can be made to explain why it is not necessarily contradictory to wish
to alleviate poverty, and even to promote a decent standard of comfort,
while at the same time finding fault with the consumerist ethos that is so
closely associated with many of the prevailing approaches to economic
growth.

One way of doing this is to analyze the industrial package that was im-
plicitly presented in George Katona’s work, cited earlier. Critical aspects of
that package include: (1) higher output per worker, achieved by (2) tech-
nological and institutional innovations, along with (3) increased energy use
and material inputs, accompanied by (4) higher average purchasing power,
and supported by (5) a consumerist mentality which assures that the things
produced will be purchased.

Of these factors, the environmental critique of the consumer society
tends to focus on increased energy use and material inputs, an important



Volume Introduction XX1X

part of the rising labor productivity that is the root of modern affluence but
also is a source of concern because of its impacts on the natural world. The
optimistic response to the environmentalists ignores this in favor of tech-
nological and institutional innovations, which represent other major
sources of increased labor productivity.

To the extent that improved technology, along with improved manage-
ment and the accumulation of human, physical, and information capital,
can increase the productivity of energy and materials at the same time as it
raises labor productivity—reducing throughput (the total flow of materials
and energy through the economic system)—the technological optimists
have a strong argument. It is weakened, however, by the observation that
rising per capita consumption has, so far, stayed well ahead of any reduc-
tion in materials or energy per unit of output. Thus, throughput has con-
tinued to rise, with dangerous implications and impacts on the natural
world. The bottom line of the environmental position is that it does not
seem possible, based on any known technology, for the people of China,
India, or other large populations in the developing world to imitate the
consumption patterns of the North.

This assertion raises a number of important questions; for example, what
are the possibilities for future technological breakthroughs that will dra-
matically decrease the environmental impact of consumption? How far can
we reduce the material and energy elements in the consumer’s market bas-
ket without reducing the associated satisfaction? What does such a trend
(i.e., toward service industries) do to the work experience? What does such
a trend imply for the distribution of consumer products and power? Is it in
fact true that there are environmental limits to how much the human race
can consume; if so, how will these limits make themselves felt; and when
will they have been surpassed—or have they been already?

There do not appear to be answers to these questions that will convince
both sides—the environmental pessimists and the technological optimists.
(We will address many of these questions in more detail in future volumes
of the Frontiers series.) To the extent that the environmentalists are correct,
there is a direct link between present high consumption and future, and
some present, poverty. This link demonstrates the fact that an important ef-
fect of reduced environmental quality is a reduction in the amount of out-
put that can be produced with a given amount of input. This suggests that
environmental degradation will cause a rolling back of the successes of the
industrial model, with reductions in the overall availability of consumption
goods.

Meanwhile, however, the pressure for development continues, in most
places, to mean pressure for “the good life” as exemplified by the high-con-



x%% Volume Introduction

sumption North. This brings us to another major critique, focusing on
point five of the industrial package outlined above: the consumerist men-
tality that assures that the things produced will be purchased.

A variety of specific connections have been suggested by thinkers who see
the ethos of the consumer society as exacerbating the fact, the effects, or
the feelings of poverty. For example, poverty is created by a desire for more
(Marshall Sahlins, Part I); poor people and poor countries make inappro-
priate decisions on what to consume, and reduce their savings and invest-
ment, because they are misled by seeing the consumption of richer people
and nations (Ragnar Nurkse, Part V); and the driving force of profit-seek-
ing capitalism creates pressures for poor countries and poor individuals to
make and purchase commodities that respond to wants manufactured by
consumer-society-dominated media, rather than putting their efforts and
resources into serving true needs (Russell Belk and Nathan Keyfitz, Part
IX).

In addition to these suggestions, that the consumerist ethos directly in-
creases the fact or the pain of poverty, there is a much larger body of criti-
cism aimed at the effect of this ethos on those who have achieved affluence.
We will now turn to that subject.

Consumer Society and Affluence:
Theoretical Predictions for an Optimal Outcome

A salient characteristic of a consumer society is that it is one in which a prin-
cipal focus of leisure or nonwork time is the spending of money. These
leisure activities may be both active and passive, including shopping, win-
dow-shopping, daydreaming about possessions, and purchasing and dis-
playing possessions. A consumer society promotes the belief that ownership
of things and activities that require spending money—and the spending of
money itself—are the primary means to happiness. A subtext in such a so-
ciety is the assumption that happiness is the single real goal in life. (See the
introductory essay to Part I for more definitions of consumption and a con-
sumer society.)

A curious fact that has been alleged about consumer societies by a num-
ber of writers represented in this book is that the ostensible functions of the
things purchased—their announced uses—become less and less important,
as compared to nonutilitarian or symbolic functions. The latter include the
provision of novelty and status; provision of a basis for personal relation-
ships of comparison, sharing, envy, or social ranking; and provision of a
sense of identity.
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It is interesting to speculate, as an economist, on what forces might op-
erate to bring about such a society. Who gains from it? Are there any losers?
An obvious group of gainers in the microeconomy are the producers who,
through the advertising and media promotion of consumerist behavior,
generate markets for the products and services they sell. As to the losers,
that issue is less obvious and harder to approach. Many (though by no
means all) of the writings summarized in this volume will take the position
that the consumers themselves are losing out.

It is hard for this idea even to be considered within economics. It is dif-
ficult for mainstream economics to confront the possible welfare implica-
tions of the notion that the consumer society, as it appears to be evolving,
may not bring about the welfare maximization that was supposed to result
from the discipline’s assumption of an economy driven by consumer wishes.

Mainstream economics today views production as valuable primarily as a
means to satisfy the needs and wants of consumers, but has taken a simple
—some say, simplistic—approach to identifying those needs and wants. In
fact, the desire to turn this issue into one that can be answered with objec-
tive, quantifiable data has caused the economics profession to accept, as the
goal of the consumer, not his or her well-being, but the maximization of
his or her consumption.

We may, for example, find this conclusion emerging from the following
logic. In the neoclassical economic paradigm, the single overt value (aside
from money values) is efficiency, but efficiency is only a means. When
pressed to name the end to which efficiency is a means, neoclassical econ-
omists offer “the maximization of utility.” However, in practice, most eco-
nomic writings admit that utility is undefinable, and therefore use as a
proxy goal the maximization of consumption (and therefore of production)
within feasibility constraints. Thus the dominant economic paradigm has
accepted a goal of increasing consumption, with no built-in concept of
“enough.”

The motivation of economics to be scientific, dealing with objective,
quantifiable data, has dovetailed nicely with an important historical aspect
of the creation of our present society. One of the most dramatic aspects of
modern industrial experience has been the continuing increase in labor pro-
ductivity. Growth in labor productivity means higher output for the same
number of labor hours; each person, on average, produces more, so each
person, on average, can consume more. The snag is that, for this to work,
society as a whole must consume more—even if the things being consumed
happen not to add to anyone’s well-being, or to address genuine needs.

The theoretical bias of economics, coinciding with this core reality of in-
dustrialization, creates a logic that elevates the virtues of competitiveness and
profit maximization (these characteristics are valued because they lead to
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efficiency, which we just discussed, as a means to an uncertain end). The
forces that we have come to associate with these characteristics may result
in loss of jobs or degradation of the work experience, but they are still de-
sirable because they efficiently maximize output and, therefore, the possi-
bilities for consumption.

Economic Goals in Theory and in the World

We thus have a set of assumptions and facts which tie together in a tight
circle of consumption, production, and competition. Out of the assump-
tion that consumer satisfaction is the ultimate goal of economic activity
comes the use of productive and allocative efficiency as the ultimate stan-
dard for judging the success of an economic system. Where efficiency is the
standard, the theory implicitly contains an evolutionary mechanism in
which perfect competition is the system most likely to succeed. However,
the competition for profits drives a system whose real-world effects, while
they maximize consumption, may not maximize the well-being of con-
sumers.

This disturbing possibility is all the more consequential when we remind
ourselves that the identity of the consumer is, after all, an artificial one.
Most adult human beings are both consumers and producers, as well as
being a number of other things, such as citizens, parents, and so on. When
we think about the well-being of the whole person we must include all of
these avatars. This realization adds to our reasons to question the an-
nounced goal of the neoclassical economics paradigm. That goal, remem-
ber, is to maximize consumer well-being. Does our experience in the real
world suggest that this goal—when it is not defined simply as consump-
tion—is being met? Are consumers in fact getting what they really want?
And is what (they think) they want really “good for them”?

We can launch ourselves into these issues by imagining that it is possible
for a group of people, acting in one of their social roles specifically, as mar-
keters, to influence what the majority of the society (including themselves
in another role as consumers) believe they want. Now we know, for exam-
ple, when people are persuaded to want drugs (for their thrill, for an escape
from mundane reality, or a cool image), society agrees that this is not in
their best interests—this want should not be encouraged. But what if it
were possible to persuade people not just to want some particular thing that
will lessen their well-being, but to adopt a lifestyle that will continually offer
temptations for short-term satisfactions while taking them ever further
from a form of well-being that they would prefer if they actually experi-
enced it?

The image here is of a situation in which a rather questionable good is
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the enemy of the best good—in which people live in a topology where the
loudest voices suggest they climb the nearest, easiest hills; and these drown
out the voices that suggest it is better to look over the whole terrain to find
and strive toward the global maximum.

To make this image more concrete, the amount spent annually on ad-
vertising in the United States is about $150 billion. This is approximately
equal to the total spent in the nation on higher education. By the time they
are eighteen, most children will have spent more time watching television
than they will have spent in school.  Children learn many things in school.
They learn how to perform tasks that they will need in jobs and to survive
in a highly complex society. Schools also devote some time (though this
may have decreased over recent decades) to teaching children things that
will make it possible for them to receive some of the more complex and de-
manding satisfactions in life, satisfactions that require the active and edu-
cated engagement of the mind or body in, for example, arts, literature,
sports, science, and informed discourse.

The voice of formal education that teaches people how to live a good life
by these standards is relatively small compared to the voice of commercial-
ism. The results sought by the commercial interests are immediate, allow-
ing very efficient feedback and fine-tuning of messages, while the results
sought from formal education are spread over decades and affected by
many forces. Also, as noted, schools teach many things, but the commer-
cial interests have, basically, one message: shop! purchase! consume! What
if that strong voice, dominating more and more of our society, is, in fact,
leading people to accept a lifestyle that is, in important ways, inferior to
what is actually possible? To whom should such a possibility be a concern?
Specifically, should economists worry about it? Should producers worry
about it? If the issue is only relevant to “citizens,” what about the citizens
who are also economists or producers?

Neoclassical economics, the current mainstream theory, leaps to a con-
clusion on many of these issues, for it contains core assumptions which state
that, even without taking the difficult route of asking people to explain
their actions, we can infer the answers to our questions by collecting cer-
tain simple data about behavior. These critically convenient core assump-
tions are: (1) most people are rational and (2) rational behavior implies
making decisions that will bring about the desired results.*

Buried in assumption #2 is a set of less well-examined beliefs. For it to be
true that rational decisions will bring about the desired results it is neces-
sary that people possess a high degree of understanding of the relationships
between actions and their consequences. This implies complete knowledge
about the circumstances that relate causes and effects. Moreover, if we in-
clude in “the desired results” a state of satisfaction with the consequences,
this presumes that people will be glad, after the fact, that they have achieved
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what they set out to achieve. To put this another way, it assumes that the
final goals which motivate action—e.g., the achievement of security, com-
fort, honor, and amusement®—are actually reached by the consumption de-
cisions that are taken for those ends.

The beliefs implied in the neoclassical assumption—that rational behav-
ior implies making decisions that will bring about the desired results—are
at the heart of most debates over whether the consumer society is “a good
thing.” Beyond the environmental questions, of how much economic ac-
tivity, and of what kind, the earth can support, is the issue of whether this
economic activity is what we really want. That accompanies another very
large question: Does the industrial package we described above have to be
taken as a whole? If there were a way of eliminating the generation of a con-
sumerist mentality by media and advertising, so that people were left alone
to consume what they want, and not persuaded (as many of the authors in
this book believe they are persuaded) to consume much that they do not
really want, what would happen to the economy?

This line of questioning expands our subject into major philosophical,
social, and cultural, as well as, macroeconomic issues. It is similar to the task
awaiting any systems-minded economist who inquires whether our econ-
omy has shaped itself into a form that is less than optimal for consumers,
or for people in general. Enormous questions are then opened, such as: to
what alternative—real or hypothetical—should we compare our economic
system? Or, if we cannot imagine a full alternative, but don’t like the di-
rection in which we are going, what different direction should we head?
And how shall we go about changing our course?

We will not pursue these questions here. Some of them will be ex-
plored—though not as far as we might wish—in the concluding section of
this volume. For now it is sufficient to note that the topic of the consumer
society turns out to be a Pandora’s box: Open it and you may end up re-
examining everything.

The Scope of This Book and Its Place
Within Academic Thought

This book, like the other volumes in the Frontier Issues in Economics
Thought series is designed for a variety of readers. We expect it to be of in-
terest and use to mainstream economists, nonstandard economists, other
social scientists, and activists, students, and other citizens—who are con-
cerned with the environmental, moral, and other social implications of a
consumer society or of consumerist lifestyles. The projected Frontiers vol-
umes obviously do not attempt to represent all possible alternative views:
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Instead we have selected topics that seem of special salience, where there is
a strong emerging body of writing providing alternatives that deserve to be
taken seriously.

When we first conceptualized the “frontier areas” that would be exam-
ined in this series, we expected, in this volume especially, we would be
defining a field that had not been seen as such by anyone else. By the time
we had finished writing Volume 1 and started work on The Consumer Soci-
ety we found (on the whole, with more pleasure than chagrin) that the
salience of this topic had not only been recognized by many individual au-
thors, but was being organized in a number of very useful ways. A leader in
defining the field is Colin Campbell, who in 1991 published an article
called “Consumption: The New Wave of Research in the Humanities and
Social Sciences.” It is worth quoting at length from his opening paragraph:

Occasionally a special combination of events causes a topic or field of study
to spring into prominence in several disciplines at approximately the same
time. This is indeed what has happened over the past decade with respect
to ‘consumption’. Previously deemed unworthy of much serious interest
by academics within the social sciences or the humanities and hence largely
the preserve of those in such applied fields as marketing or consumer af-
fairs, it has quite suddenly become a major topic of academic study. Not
surprisingly, this has been accompanied by a considerable inter-disciplinary
exchange of ideas with scholars often feeling that they have more in com-
mon with researchers in other disciplines who are studying the same topic
than with their erstwhile colleagues. ¢

In emphasizing the importance of interdisciplinary exchange, Campbell
also notes that economics, which tends to ignore the other disciplines, has
deprived itself of the richness of social and cultural analysis that is necessary
for an appreciation of this topic. Economics has therefore lagged behind
the other social sciences in broadening its understanding of consumption
and the consumer society.

The same point, about the relatively slower, more constricted movement
of economics into this area, is made in an essay by Ben Fine, “From Polit-
ical Economy to Consumption,” which recently appeared in Acknowledy-
ing Consumption. Edited by Daniel Miller, this collection provides an ex-
cellent overview of the field, surveying the literature within such disciplines
as sociology, history, and anthropology. We are glad to be able to point out
the ways in which Miller’s book and our book complement, rather than
compete with, one another.

Each of the essays in Acknowledging Consumption provides a careful an-
notated bibliography of the literature in one area of study, along with
thoughtful general reflections on the academic development of the topic.
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Where our methodology is different from Miller’s—and is, indeed (as far as
we know), unique within any scholarly context—is in presenting relatively
lengthy summaries of each article or chapter of a book that we finally select
as one of the critical writings to define the field under review. We are aware,
of course, that in most (not quite all) cases a summary, in its abbreviations,
must give the reader less to think about than the original. We hope, and as-
sume, that use of the Frontiers volumes will encourage readers to seek out
the original works that especially match their interests. An important func-
tion of our work is to make it easier for others to identify such works.

While we would, ideally, wish to have been totally comprehensive in the
literature we reviewed for this book, it is important to state what our
boundaries are. First of all, we have limited ourselves to reading what is
available in English. This is a decision that was driven simply by practical-
ity. However, with regard to The Consumer Society we do feel that there is
a particular justification for concentrating on U.S. material because of the
special role played by this country in defining and setting the pace for our
subject. (Note will be taken of the areas where we would especially have
liked to have found more material than we did on non-U.S. aspects of the
topic.)

In the definition of our topic we have accepted several limitations that we
thought useful, not only because they helped us avoid the temptation to in-
clude everything, but also because they fit with accepted economic theory.

e We have defined comsumption as something that happens after the
point of sale. We have limited ourselves to summarizing writings on
the consumption of final goods, leaving out the large topic of the use
by firms of intermediate materials that are made into goods for final
sale. We have also excluded consumption by government, focusing, in-
stead, upon the standard definition of the consumer as an individual or

a household.

®  Our focus has been micro- rather than macroeconomic. That means
that we have not paid much attention to such Keynesian or aggregate
concepts as consumption functions, aggregate propensities to con-
sume, and so on. Thus we focus on the causes, interpretations, and ef-
fects of consumer behavior, rather than on the economic relationships
among consumption, savings, taxes, and investment.

e  Finally, we have paid very little attention to the consumer protection
movement. Our reason for doing so was initially that we felt this
movement did not stand outside of the consumer society; rather, it
seemed to accept the goals of maximizing consumption, merely con-
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cerning itself with assisting consumers to get the most and the best for
their money, while restraining the blind forces of competitive produc-
tion only far enough to protect consumers from physical hazards. A
closer look at the literature in this area, along with more recent trends
in this country and elsewhere in the world, suggests that this charac-
terization was not quite fair, ignoring the diversity of consumer pro-
tection movements and the philosophical subtlety behind some of
them. Nevertheless, the literature in this area did not seem central to
our effort to find writings that could enrich economic theory while in-
forming noneconomists about the best thinking on a topic of everyday
significance.

It should be noted in this connection that the word consumerism is am-
biguous, referring, as it does, both to the general ethos of the consumer so-
ciety and to a vigorous consumer protection movement, not only in the
United States, but in Japan, France, and other mostly developed parts of
the world. For this reason, we have tried wherever possible to avoid using
this word.

In addition to areas where we intentionally limited the research on the
consumer society, there are also a number of aspects of the topic that we
would have liked to include, but we were disappointed in not being able to
find writing that advanced knowledge enough to warrant its inclusion. We
would have liked to represent more work dealing with the eftects on the
poor living in a consumer society; with the interactions between gender and
consumption; and with technology and consumption. We would also have
liked to find more grounded, empirical work on related international issues,
especially from economists. Newspapers are full of comments on the role
and effect of Western culture and Western goods in other cultures, but we
did not manage to find as many academic papers on these issues as we had
expected.

A final point has to do with the language in which the Frontiers sum-
maries are written. As noted at the outset, this series is designed to be used
by a variety of audiences, including both economists and noneconomists.
As we have written the summaries that constitute the larger part of each
book in the series, we have tried to avoid professional jargon. We might, for
example, say that “twice as much of a good provides twice as much of each
of its characteristics” when, if we had been writing only for an audience of
economists we could have said “consumption activities are linearly homo-
geneous.” Since the two statements amount to almost exactly the same
thing, we hope our economist readers will not mind the use of more ordi-
nary terms.
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1. George Katona, Mass Consumption Society (New York: McGraw Hill Book
Company, 1964) pp. 5-6.

2. Ibid, p. 4. The text of this Introduction will not note all of the arguments that
could be marshalled against Katona’s optimistic view. While I believe that Katona’s
view of our society has much justification, I do want to argue against three points
that he specifically makes: (1) In the 1960s there was good reason to cite growing
equality as one of the virtues of the American model. This trend has been strongly
reversed in the last fifteen years, in the United States and to varying degrees in
other industrialized countries. The dissatisfaction associated with inequality is one
of the themes appearing repeatedly in critiques of consumer society. (2) Many of
the economic motivators on the producers’ side in consumer societies seem to push
toward a lowering, rather than a raising, of cultural standards. (3) The largest base
for dispute is Katona’s conflation of consumer society with the achievement of
higher living standards. This relationship will be examined—though by no means
resolved—in the following text.

3. Michael F. Jacobson and Laurie Ann Mazur, Marketing Madness [A Survival
Guide for a Consumer Society] (Westview Press, Boulder, 1995) pp. 16 and 22.

4. For a thoughtful argument that the assumption of economic rationality alone
has almost no observable implications, see Kenneth J. Arrow, “Economic Theory
and the Hypothesis of Rationality,” in The New Palgrave: The World of Economics
eds., John Eatwell, Murray Milgate, and Peter Newman (New York: Norton,
1991).

5. This is a list of universal human aspirations that was provided by anthropolo-
gist Allan Hoben (in conversation, 1993).

6. Published in a special issue of the Journal of Social Behavior and Personality,
vol. 6, no. 6, pp. 57-74. The above quotation is from p. 57. This article is sum-
marized in Part I.
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PART I
Scope and Definition

Overview Essay
by Neva R. Goodwin

The scope of this volume must depend, in part, on how we define the sub-
ject with which we are grappling. What is a Consumer Society? Let us start
with a smaller part of that question: What is consumption?

Economic and Other Views on Consumption

In the Introduction to this volume we said that we would restrict our ex-
ploration to the economic concept of “final” consumption, most often as-
sociated with households (as distinct from, for example, the consumption
or use of materials by firms or by governments). This accords with most
economic theory and modeling, which is concerned with the consumption
of goods and services that have been purchased from a “producer” and are
then in some way used by the “consumer.” In the conventional view, con-
sumption in economics is a simple, individual, readily quantified process of
satisfying well-defined needs. This part will consider some alternative views
that have recently gained prominence, diverging from mainstream eco-
nomic theory in two directions.

The “sociological view” (held by others as well as sociologists) empha-
sizes the social and symbolic meanings of consumption. The “environmen-
talist view” emphasizes the material implications of consumption, in light
of potential ecological limits to growth.

One starting point for the sociological view has come from economics.
Kelvin Lancaster pointed out that what we seek when we set out to make a
purchase is not a good itself, but rather its characteristics. Along similar
lines, Harry Johnson has noted that what we actually consume may or may
not be the good, but will, in any case, be the “service” that the good can
provide.! For example, when we buy a hat we are secking the characteris-
tics of style, warmth, rain or sun protection, and so on. We won’t actually
consume the hat, but will consume the services contributed by its charac-
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teristics (the feelings we receive from wearing a stylish hat, the protection
and warmth it provides, and so forth). The hat can continue to provide
some of these services as long as it holds together; others may be used up
more quickly. For example, if “newness” is an important characteristic, that
will soon wear off.

Some recent writers have extended the Lancaster/Johnson approach,
moving even farther away from the actual thing (or service) that is pur-
chased and used by the consumer. Daniel Miller and Alan Warde are two
writers who especially focus on the postpurchase activities in which the con-
sumer distances herself from the impersonality of the market transaction,
actively incorporating the thing into a world of her own creation.

This contrasts with the approach of the environmentalists, who empha-
size the material starting point of the whole economic process. Most con-
sumption activities can be traced back to some extraction and use of nat-
ural resources—the environmentalists’ special concern. This is expressed by
Herman Daly, a leading ecological economist, when he states that “con-
sumption is the disarrangement of matter, the using up of value added that
inevitably occurs when we use goods. Consumption is the transformation
of natural capital into manmade capital and ultimately to waste.”?

Essential Characteristics of a Consumer Society

Now we are ready to attempt a broader definition of the consumer society.
One of the motives for the recent focus on this topic comes from the envi-
ronmentalists’ concern with the physical entropy that arises in all stages of
the economic process, from extraction through production, distribution,
use, and disposal, with entropy usually increased at each of these stages.
Nevertheless, the environmentalists’ concern for what happens to material
resources is not the central feature of the prevailing definitions of the con-
sumer society. Two quotations will give the general flavor:

A consumer society is one in which the possession and use of an increas-
ing number and variety of goods and services is the principal cultural as-
piration and the surest perceived route to personal happiness, social status,
and national success.?

A consumerist society makes the development of new consumer goods
and the desire for them into a central dynamic of its socioeconomic life.
An individual’s self-respect and social esteem are strongly tied to his level
of consumption relative to others in the society.*

An apparently necessary, though not sufficient, characteristic of a consumer
society is that “people obtain goods and services for consumption through
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exchange rather than self-production.” The things whose consumption
characterizes a consumer society are not those that are needed for subsis-
tence, but are “valued for non-utilitarian reasons, such as status seeking,
envy provocation, and novelty secking.”®

One of the most common themes is that a consumer society relates indi-
vidual identity to consumption, so that our judgments of ourselves and of
other people relate to the “lifestyle” that is created by consumption activi-
ties. Thus Raymond Benton, Jr. defines “consumerism” as “the acceptance
of consumption as the way to self-development, self-realization, and self-ful-
fillment,”” and Anderson and Wadkins contrast consumption-oriented soci-
eties with production-oriented ones, noting that, in the former, “[a]n indi-
vidual’s identity is tied to what one consumes rather than in a production
culture where an individual’s identity is more tied to what one produces.”®

Throughout these definitions we may see that the characteristics of a
consumer society include issues to do with:

(a) Commodity chavacteristics and the symbols associated with them.

(b) The interlinked &ebaviors of producers (who, through advertising, etc.,
attempt to increase their sales) and of consumers (whose behavior is
often seen as manipulated by producers).

(c) Attitudes toward commodities and toward commodity-oriented be-
havior.

All of these issues are engaged, for example, in the attention that has been
paid to mass production. The characteristics of mass-produced items (the
fact that they arrive on the market in large numbers, all alike, and are pro-
duced at a relatively low marginal cost) make it possible—and necessary—
for producers to induce most members of a society (not just the elite) to
become habituated to consuming purchased items, and to purchasing more
than they need for bare subsistence. The behavior of producers and con-
sumers are to some degree shaped by this necessity. Cultural attitudes have
been called into play—some may, indeed, have been called into being—to
support the behavior that is a necessary basis for a socioeconomic system
much of whose activity is oriented to the production and sale of mass-pro-
duced commodities.

If Consumption Is the Means, What Is the End?

The preceding paragraph laid out one picture of the consumer society, pre-
senting a complex relationship—with some hints as to the directions of
causality—among commodity characteristics, cultural attitudes, and socio-
economic behaviors. Is this an accurate picture of our society? Is it more ac-
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curate than other, different pictures? Many of the writers represented in this
book grapple with the questions of what is an accurate description of our
society, and of the roles played in our society by consuming behavior and
by attitudes toward consumption. These authors offer a variety of different
descriptions, even though by no means all views will be directly repre-
sented. We will find that the attempt to describe our world as it is will be
complicated by the strong normative (value-related) views of the authors.
These views are necessarily interrelated with debates over positive (objec-
tive, fact-based) analysis. For example, the issue of whether greater con-
sumption brings greater happiness involves both the interpretation of sur-
vey results (positive analysis) and also perceptions about social and
environmental norms and values.

Durning’s article—the first one summarized in this section—makes a
critically important point with respect to this issue when he says:

In the end, the ability of the earth to support billions of human beings de-
pends on whether we continue to equate consumption with fulfillment.
(Durning, 157)

The implication here—one that deserves to be spelled out explicitly—is
that human beings have some choice in how we define success (or happi-
ness, or well-being, or whatever word we use for our goals). That defini-
tion depends partly, to be sure, on our biological needs, but it also contains
a large cultural component—a component that probably becomes relatively
more dominant as the wealth of societies expands beyond what is needed
for the simple maintenance of life.

It is increasingly recognized that even what we think of as basic, essential
needs are human constructs; culture is even more so. No individual can,
alone, create a culture, but each of us participates in its ongoing construc-
tion. The statement quoted from Durning suggests that, as we continue
this process, if we are wise we will accept guidance from the realities pre-
sented to us by ecologists, replacing a shortsighted, throw-away culture
that is severely damaging to our environment with “a culture of perma-
nence.”

Durning speaks of the “correlation between ability to consume and hap-
piness.” From the perspective just described, this is not a given. Our sense
of well-being depends in an important way on our definition of well-being.
That definition is a variable which we might choose to try to affect if we are
persuaded that it is necessary to do so in order to preserve something of
value. Are the “facts” about the impact of consumption on the natural
world, as described by environmentalists, more scientific, less subjective,
than the way we ourselves are affected by our consumerist lifestyle? We are
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seeing the early stage of the development of a strong body of research
about, for example, the likelihood of global warming, the health effects of
agricultural chemicals, even perhaps the human psychological dependence
on certain aspects of nature. All of these issues continue to be hotly de-
bated, and human values, wishes, and practical interests play a large role on
each side of the debate.

The second summary in this section is of an article by David Crocker,
which takes the value issues head-on. He raises the questions:

To what extent, if any, is our current consumption good for us? Bad for
us? Would some other level or kind of consumption be better? What eval-
uative criteria should we employ to assess the impact on our lives of our
present consumption and to evaluate alternatives? (Crocker, 3)

Crocker identifies the important theme of means and ends that is carried
through a number of other papers summarized here, especially those by
Marshall Sahlins and William Leiss. Sahlins says that “Scarcity is not an in-
trinsic property of technical means. It is a relationship between means and
ends.” (Sahlins, 4-5) In other words, your goals can be so defined that
what you have is enough; or they may be differently defined, “causing”
scarcity.

The idea that scarcity is not given to us as a fixed fact, but depends on
the level of our wants, is not new to much of Eastern philosophy. It is, how-
ever, diametrically opposed to two basic premises of modern neoclassical
economics, which assumes that (1) wants are exogenous to the economic
system (they are not influenced within it), and (2) wants are insatiable.

Many commentators in this century have accepted the second assump-
tion at the expense of the first, as the evolution of economic logic made it
necessary to choose between the two. (For example, the appearance of in-
satiability is in effect derived from the fact that new wants arise in response
to evolving economic possibilities; thus wants must be seen as endogenous
to the system.) This theoretic choice was partly the result of an image of
human nature that emphasizes the driving forces of emulation and envy,
along the lines laid out by Thorstein Veblen in The Theory of the Leisure
Class (published in 1899). A related tendency of human nature that is de-
scribed, in various forms, by many different writers, is that whatever we get
seems less appealing than it was before we got it. Colin Campbell (in a
book partially summarized in Part VII) emphasizes the creative role of the
imagination, which can daydream a better world than any we are likely to
encounter. Other authors find other reasons to anticipate, as Leiss does,
that “no matter how wealthy and productive our society might become, we
would always require higher levels of production and greater quantities of
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goods.” (Leiss, 24) A result, as Crocker concludes, is that “American con-
sumerism seems more productive of dissatisfaction than contentment.”
(Crocker, 24)

These observations about inherent tendencies in human nature and the
resulting state of dissatisfaction have been offered as statements of fact. It
would be nice if we could turn to the discipline of psychology for clear and
undisputed evaluations of their truth. Unfortunately, none of these issues
have been comfortably settled.

The Roads to Happiness

Emulation and the tendency to want more than we possess have been ob-
served at least since Aristotle’s time. This century’s communist regimes
conducted some grand (largely unsuccessful) social experiments in control-
ling wants or in redirecting emulation to nonmaterial goals. There is still
little agreement on the extent to which these characteristics are inevitable,
how large a role they play, or what cultural controls might be effective in
reducing their impact.

There have been many studies on the issues of how happy people are and
what makes them happy. As this is a topic which will have a prominent place
in the next Frontiers volume (Human Well-Being and Economic Goals), we
have not gone into it in depth here, only summarizing the single article that
seemed to best represent the state of knowledge as it applies, particularly,
to the consumer society. Richard Easterlin’s 1974 article, “Does Economic
Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some Empirical Evidence™ has been
widely cited, discussed, and argued over for two decades. His recent arti-
cle, “Will Raising the Incomes of All Increase the Happiness of All?,” sum-
marized in this part, brings the debate up to the present.

Recognition of the imponderable effects of cultural differences, along
with attention to methodological and other criticisms, have caused Easter-
lin to reduce the importance he had earlier placed on international com-
parisons. At least on a within-country basis, however, his essential conclu-
sion remains: Happiness is relative; a person’s sense of well-being depends
less on the objective reality of material affluence than on how his or her po-
sition compares to the reference group. At any point in time, wealthier peo-
ple as a group are much happier than poorer members of the same society.
However, careful research over a period of decades in many developed
countries has shown that even substantial economic growth and increases
in average incomes lead to no increase in average happiness for society as a
whole.

The authors summarized in the rest of this volume, whether or not they
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address these questions openly, almost all seem to make some assumptions
about their answers. Most of these writers accept some version of the East-
erlin conclusion—namely, that the part of happiness which depends on ma-
terial well-being is a function of how one interprets one’s achievements;
and that, in turn, is determined by the expectations raised by the material
achievements of one’s reference group. Only a few of the writers repre-
sented in this book accept the hypothesis that there is some absolute de-
pendence of well-being upon material success. That is, however, the dom-
inant assumption in neoclassical economics writings.

There is, thus, a division between economics, on the one hand, with its
implicit assumption that maximizing well-being and maximizing material
wealth are the same thing, and, on the other hand, the findings of re-
searchers in the Easterlin tradition, who find that this correlation is weak or
even nonexistent when it is measured over time. Within a consumer society
the economic view has a strong consonance with popular beliefs.

The rise of the twentieth-century consumer society has been an integral
aspect of the continuing evolution of Western culture. At any point in time
the majority of such a population appears to look at those with higher con-
sumption levels as models for a better, happier way of life. The small elite
who are at the top of the heap, with no one to look up to as a model for
how to spend more, still strive for more because they want to stay ahead of
the pack. It is difficult for people to adjust their immediate wishes to the
little-known fact that, as the tide raises all boats together, those who main-
tain the same relative position to others will not feel better off—even
though they have achieved higher consumption. Even those who guess that
this might be so often stay in the rat-race in the hope that their relative, as
well as their absolute, position will improve.

It is almost impossible, within such a culture, to imagine the lack of de-
sire for durable goods and the distaste for differentiation of which we catch
glimpses in some anthropological reports. Sahlins is especially valuable for
his projection of an alternative way of living and thinking. (Another very
accessible image of a nonconsumerist mind-set was the 1960s movie The
Gods Must be Crazy, with its beautiful, funny, and perhaps accurate depic-
tion of neolithic attitudes.)

Our embededness in the consumer society makes it important, but very
difficult, to answer a set of critical questions concerning not what people
want, but what actually supports well-being—namely: (1) Is there some op-
timum level of consumption, after which more consumption is far less likely
to contribute to more well-being? (2) If so, how is that level defined—apart
from comparison with a reference group? (3) Would an “optimum level of
consumption” be pretty much the same throughout humanity, or does it
depend strongly on cultural definitions of success, happiness, and so on? (4)
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If the latter, what are the options for affecting those cultural definitions?
(Again, Frontiers Volume 3 will summarize writings that address some of
these questions.)

In attempting to get at the aspects of well-being that are not dependent
on norms and the related forces of emulation and envy, it may be that in
our culture there is at present no way of defining an optimal consumption
limit. While there are few places in the world today that are not strongly af-
fected by this culture, it seems perfectly plausible that there have been and
could be other societies in which people know how to define “enough.”
However, if we are to take seriously Durning’s quest for a society that can
ask and answer that question, it appears that the best way to achieve this
will be to go forward and discover some never-before-seen, perhaps postin-
dustrial, very distant relative of Sahlins’ “original affluent society.”

Neoclassical Theory and Consumer Society:
A Confluence of Critiques

The foregoing discussion makes it evident why the scope of this book is
best expressed in the title, “the consumer sociery.” While a study of this
topic makes it necessary to look closely at the three narrower subjects sug-
gested earlier—the bebaviors and attitudes of consumers and producers, and
the characteristics of the commodities over which they meet—ultimately
our topic is the whole society whose options for how to live well are at pre-
sent shaped by a consumption-oriented culture.

The thinkers who in one way or another address this broadly-defined
topic are generally impelled to do so because they perceive a problem. By
contrast, those—like the mainstream economists—who take our socioeco-
nomic system as given, or who do not feel that it should be regarded as
problematic, have less reason to write about it. (An exception is Stanley
Lebergott’s book, Pursuing Happiness: American Consumers in the 20th
Century, which was written as a defense of the consumer society, respond-
ing to the mounting chorus of complaint against it.)

Among the most creative and thoughtful authors in our field are the
three summarized in this part who directly take on the whole system as a
problem: Alan Durning, Allan Schnaiberg, and Juliet Schor. The first two
of these focus especially on environmental issues, where there is more hard
evidence for the belief that the consumer society is riding for a fall. While
Durning sees the resolution of this problem as a cultural issue (“The chal-
lenge before humanity is to bring environmental matters under cultural
controls”—Durning, 167), Schnaiberg finds a different approach to social
definition. Reflecting on whether the creation of the consumer society is
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driven by consumers themselves or by producers (an issue that will recur in
Part IV), he comes down strongly on the latter side, concluding that the
central fact of a modern industrialized society is that “Consumption in the
aggregate must be kept high to maintain the economic structure.”
(Schnaiberg, 167) In his view American products are designed to accom-
modate, not the consumer, but the methods of production and distribution
and the profit maximization and market positioning of the producers. The
producers have the power to limit consumer sovereignty by creating and di-
recting a culture of wants. The solution to the problem, therefore, must be
found on the production side.

Schor’s approach to a solution starts from the vision that was to be found
a hundred years ago, before the consumer society had fully taken hold,
when “the alternative to ‘work and spend’ was leisure time and public cul-
ture.” (Schor, 7) She and Schnaiberg both remind us that the consumer is
normally also a worker and a citizen. Schor emphasizes the hope that the
full person (worker-consumer-citizen) can be brought to see the desirabil-
ity of adopting a practical combination of less work /less income /less con-
sumption.

Schor urges a positive (as opposed to a normative) critique of the stan-
dard economic assumptions, based on continued study of the question of
how consumption is related to well-being. Colin Campbell, the last author
summarized in this section, reviews the ability of academic writers from a
variety of fields to respond to this call. His knowledgeable survey provides
another, more succinct introduction to a range of writings in the field (in-
cluding many that are summarized in this book and many that have not
been included). The special value of his article is that it relates different as-
pects of the work currently being done on the consumer society, showing
how ideas are being exchanged and built upon across disciplines.

According to Campbell, the simple perspective of neoclassical economic
utility theory, developed in conjunction with assumptions of general equi-
librium and perfect competition, is no longer a dominant part of the
broader discussion of consumption. Indeed, he asserts, the discussion has
even moved beyond a protest against this unrealistic approach. At the same
time, the flurry of largely normative critiques of the consumer society (as
distinct from critiques of neoclassical consumer theory) has laid the
groundwork for a different turn for the debate. Yet economics, as Camp-
bell notes, has remained apart from this broader discussion.

The Introduction and several other essays introducing parts of this book
examine and critique the neoclassical claim that a social optimum can be
achieved by the socioeconomic system expressed in the consumer society.
The editors of this volume, along with virtually all of the authors summa-
rized herein, accept that this system, as a whole, deserves further scrutiny.
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How is such an examination to be organized? In this book we have not
tried to cover all possible issues. However, our list of issues is quite broad;
it includes what we believe to be most of the critical dimensions of the
topic—for example, the meanings and effects of consumption in affluent
societies; the impact of a consumer culture on families, on gender defini-
tions, and on the socialization of children; the history of the consumerist
ethos; foundations and critiques of economic theories of consumption; the
way the creation of wants (through media and advertising) perpetuates the
consumer culture; the impacts of consumption on the environment; and
the global spread of consumer culture.

The last part of this book will summarize and discuss some visions of an
alternative to the consumer society, allowing a return to a number of the
questions raised in this essay.
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Summary of

Asking How Much Is Enough

by Alan Durning
[Published in State of the World (New York: Norton, 1991), 153-170.]

Increasing consumption levels around the world threaten our natural re-
source base and diminish our overall quality of life. As consumerism has be-
come entrenched in industrial countries, material standards of success have
come to dominate traditional nonmaterial values. As a result, more and
more societies are pursuing material goals that lead to global environmen-
tal degradation. This summary argues that a global consumer society, based
on the continuing spread of the richest countries’ high consumption
lifestyles, is unsustainable, while the lifestyle of the “global middle class™ is
more ecologically benign. It identifies factors driving society toward
ever-higher consumption; the author advocates a culture of permanence as
an alternative to consumerism (see Durning summary in Part X of this vol-
ume).

The Consuming Society

Evidence that consumption is increasing around the globe is available on
almost any consumption-based indicator. While consumption among
America’s wealthy classes continues to rise, Japanese and Western European
consumption patterns have come to parallel those of the United States.
Even poor societies such as China and India and Eastern European coun-
tries are beginning to adopt the consumer lifestyle of the West.

The costs of global consumerism are too high for this planet and its
human inhabitants. The biosphere cannot support a global consumer life-
style like that of the United States. Too many natural resources would be
required and too much pollution and waste would be produced to sustain
a livable environment. Not only are ecological costs high, but consumerism
does not seem to promote human happiness. Despite spending twice as
much per capita as they did in 1957, Americans have shown no increase in
the number of those who report being “very happy.” In addition, cross-cul-
tural studies show little difference between self-reports of happiness in rich
and poor countries. Since pursuit of high consumption levels is both un-
sustainable and does not promote high levels of personal fulfillment, our
social goals should be redefined.
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In Search of Sufficiency

The notion of sufficiency applies to two distinct areas. The first concerns
consumption levels that can be supported by the biosphere. The second in-
volves personal consumption levels that are sufficient for human satisfac-
tion.

The ecological impact of the global economy is determined by the size
of the population, average consumption, and technologies that provide
goods and services. Technological advances may decrease burdens on the
environment that are caused by increases in population and consumption.
But without a reduction of consumer demand, environmental benefits from
technological innovation will likely be inadequate to stop the resultant en-
vironmental degradation.

Obviously, average consumption levels vary within the global population,
but it is only the world’s affluent who consume at rates that are too much
for the biosphere. The global population may be divided into three groups
or classes that differ in their rates of consumption. The affluent class is re-
sponsible for consumption of 80 percent of the world’s resources, but com-
prises only one-fifth of the world’s population. The global middle class is
associated with moderate or sustainable consumption levels, and comprises
three-fifths of the world’s population. The lower class, another one-fifth of
the world, lives in absolute deprivation. An examination of the most im-
portant ecological consumption patterns (those involving transportation,
diet, and use of raw materials) indicates that the middle class is a model for
consumption levels that can be supported by the biosphere, while the more
affluent class is not. (Table 1 outlines the types of consumption associated
with each class.)

As consumption of automobiles, red meat, and packaged goods in-
creases, so does waste and natural resource depletion. Excessive use of au-
tomobiles by the affluent depletes the ozone layer, pollutes the air, and
contributes to acid rain. Meat consumption, almost all by the affluent, takes
40 percent of the world’s grain supply for feed, contributes to the green-
house effect, and wastes energy in the long-distance transport of agricul-
tural goods. Processing and packaged goods support a throw-away econ-
omy in which disposability and obsolescence are merchandisable qualities.
If all countries were to adopt this affluent level of consumption as their
model, there would be no hope for the biosphere.

In contrast, members of the global middle class characteristically ride bi-
cycles or take public transportation, eat the healthiest diets of grains and
vegetables, and use less than one-tenth the amount of raw materials of their
affluent counterparts. The global poor have a negligible ecological impact
and are forced to depend on unproductive ecosystems because of popula-
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Table 1. The World’s Three Socioecological Classes

Overconsumers Sustainers Marginals

1.1 billion 3.3 billion 1.1 billion

> $7,500 per capita $700-$7,500 per capita < $700 per capita

(cars-meat-disposables) (living lightly) (absolute deprivation)

Travel by car and air Travel by bicycle and public ~ Travel by foot, maybe
surface transport donkey

Eat high-fat, high-calorie ~ Eat healthy diets of grains,  Eat nutritionally
meat-based diets vegetables, and some meat  inadequate diets

Drink bottled water and Drink clean water plus some Drink contaminated water
soft drinks tea and coffee

Use throw-away products  Use unpackaged goods and ~ Use local biomass and

and discard substantial durables and recycle wastes ~ produce negligible wastes
wastes

Live in spacious, climate-  Live in modest naturally Live in rudimentary shel-
controlled, single-family ventilated residences with ters or in the open; usually
residences extended/multiple families  lack secure tenure
Maintain image-conscious  Wear functional clothing Wear second-hand
wardrobe clothing or scraps

This chart is based on Durning’s work, but was compiled by David Korten, “Sustainability and
the Global Economy Beyond Bretton Woods,” address to the Environmental Grant-makers Asso-
ciation in October 5, 1994.

tion pressures and landlessness caused by the overconsumption of the
global rich. Examination of these consumption patterns suggests that mod-
est consumption levels can provide modern comforts and are supportable
by the biosphere.

The Cultivation of Needs

The modern consumer society employs five cultural factors to promote the
desire to consume: social pressures, advertising, shopping, government,
and the mass market.

(1) As pecuniary measures have replaced traditional virtues (e.g., integrity,
honesty, and skill) as indicators of social worth, social status is deter-
mined primarily by consumption-based comparisons with others.



14

Part I. Scope and Definition

However, status seeking through consumption becomes unsatistying
and fruitless when individuals keep trying to outconsume each other.

The expansion of advertising into every aspect of our daily lives pro-
motes ever-increasing consumption. Advertising infests not only radio,
television, and print media, but also classrooms, doctors’ offices, “tele-
marketing” calls in our homes, and more. Growth in total global ad-
vertising expenditures has outpaced global economic output.

Shopping culture, as exemplified in mall design, encourages acquisitive
impulses and draws commerce away from local merchants. Mall sales
account for more than half of all retail sales in the United States; the
country has more shopping centers than high schools. Shopping itself
has become a primary cultural activity.

Government economic policies promote high consumption levels
through taxes and policy. In Britain, for example, automobile con-
sumption is supported by tax breaks for companies that buy fleets of
company cars. Globally, government policies undervalue renewable re-
sources, ignore ecosystems, and underprice raw materials. Worst of all,
such policy goals, based on the assumption that “more is better,” mis-
interpret the ecological havoc of overconsumption as healthy growth.

Convenient, disposable, mass-market products overwhelm household
and local community enterprises. Household purchases are geared to-
ward items that save time but contribute to waste and ecological bur-
dens.

These factors fail to promote human satisfaction and tear away at the fab-
ric of local economies. They promote social values that are not grounded
in local communities and that dominate nonmaterial measures of success.
In addition, they create a false impression that there is a positive relation-
ship between the ability to consume and happiness.

Summary of

Consumption, Well-Being, and Virtue
by David A. Crocker

[Paper delivered at conference on “Consumption, Global Stewardship, and the Good

Life” (University of Maryland, September 29-October 2, 1994.)]

How should we evaluate current U.S. consumption patterns? Alan Durn-
ing asks, “How much is enough?” But the question is incomplete. We must
ask, “How much of what? “Enough for whom?> and “Enough for what
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purpose?” In search of answers to such basic questions, this summary ana-
zes the consumerist ideal an ree philosophical visions of the goo

lyzes th t ideal and three philosophical f the good

life—utilitarianism, basic-needs ethics, and the capabilities ethic.

American Consumerism

The “shop ‘til you drop” ethos pervades our popular culture. One of the
essential features of consumerism is the production of new consumer goods
and the desire for them. Americans find meaning and self-esteem in buying
and having an ever-changing ensemble of consumer goods.

However, even in a consumerist society most people want possessions
not just for their own sakes, but also because of what they bring the con-
sumer—including physical well-being, creature comforts, pleasure, and fan-
tasy. Consumption choices express meaning and personal identity. How-
ever, if commodities are the means to, rather than the meaning of,
well-being, we must ask again, What is worth achieving for its own sake?

Utilitarianism

Following Amartya Sen’s approach,! utilitarianism may be described as a
philosophy that identifies human well-being, welfare, and utility with the
mental state of happiness or the satisfaction of preferences. From a utilitar-
ian perspective, and looking only at the individual, whatever maximizes in-
dividual happiness is best. This need not always mean that more is better;
consuming the wrong things, or too many things that are enjoyable in
moderate quantities, could be less satistying than consuming less. However,
it tends to endorse an open-ended process of accumulation of consumer
goods.

Is utilitarianism the answer? Should we identify happiness or preference
satisfaction with well-being? While happiness is an intrinsic part of well-
being, it is not alone sufficient. Almost everyone, no matter how wealthy
or destitute, finds some reasons to be happy at times; happiness can cam-
ouflage and distort objective deprivation such as malnutrition and morbid-
ity. On the other hand, discontent and frustration often motivate genuine
achievement and the fulfillment it brings.

Basic Human Needs

A second normative perspective starts from the assumption that there is a
fundamental difference between real needs and “false needs,” or mere de-
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sires. But what needs are basic? Indispensability for biological survival, as in
the provisions needed for famine relief, sets an extremely low threshold.
Basic-needs theorists often include many further goals concerning physical
and mental health, social development, and others. If the list becomes too
long, however, it loses its moral urgency. An extensive list of basic needs
must be defended in terms of a conception of well-being or the good life.
The distinction between natural and artificial needs is problematic, and
conceptions of what is “natural” vary widely. The needs that seem “basic”
to many people vary over time, and often past luxuries come to be treated
as necessities.

Although the basic-needs perspective is an improvement over utilitarian-
ism, it remains incomplete. It suffers from conceptual unclarity about what
needs are and the means to meet or satisfy them; it tends toward a static
perspective that overlooks changing perceptions of needs; it often fails to be
clear about why it is important to meet “basic” needs, beyond minimal bi-
ological survival levels.

The Capability Ethic

A third approach answers the question, How much is enough for what?,
with the response, “For human virtue.” Such an approach is perhaps best
represented by the neo-Aristotelian approaches of philosopher Martha
Nussbaum and economist Amartya Sen.? For Nussbaum, virtues are the ca-
pabilities to perform valuable human “functions” or activities; to have a
virtue is to be able to be and act in valuable ways.? Nussbaum’s long list of
valuable capabilities may be grouped into three categories, with a few ex-
amples noted in each case: bodily virtues (good health, nourishment, es-
caping avoidable morbidity and premature mortality); individuality virtues
(ability to have pleasurable experiences, function cognitively, make au-
tonomous choices, enjoy self-respect); and social virtues (ability to engage
in friendship, recreation, participation in family, communal, and political
life). Sen defines an individual’s well-being as her own valuable bodily, in-
dividual, and social functions or activities as well as the capabilities to per-
form those activities.

The neo-Aristotelian virtue ethic differs from the stoic ideal of the good
life. Rather than renunciation of goods and desires, the Aristotelian argues
that we realize our greatest achievements by satisfying certain desires,
meeting human needs, pressing against limits, and coping with misfortune.
Consumption is unjustified when it weakens the prospects for realizing our
valuable capabilities.
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One advantage of the capabilities approach is that it recognizes individ-
ual and social variation in the level of consumption needed to achieve de-
sired objectives. The same level of nutrition may require different types and
amounts of food for different individuals; the virtue of being able to appear
in public without shame requires different clothing in different times and
places. Participation in a more affluent society inevitably requires greater af-
fluence, a point missed by some proponents of the simple life.

American Consumption and Human Virtues

Suppose a consensus were to evolve around a core of fundamental human
virtues such as Sen’s and Nussbaum’s list. What evaluation of current
American consumption is implied by that consensus? A brief examination
suggests that many Americans have too much of some things, and not
enough of others, for their own good.

In relation to “bodily virtues” of health, nourishment, and shelter, the
poor often cannot afford minimally acceptable physical functioning, while
those with economic advantages are under pressure to work longer and
harder, sometimes “working themselves to death.” Turning to “individual-
ity virtues,” dissatisfaction and discontent with consumer society are wide-
spread; compulsive or addictive consumption is common, fueled in part by
advertising and fashion. Rational discussion is more common about topics
such as cars and sports than about political life. Social virtues are under-
mined by the pressures to work and earn money for consumption. Middle-
class Americans are so pressed for time that they often cannot be very good
spouses, parents, friends, citizens, or environmental trustees. Even the
available leisure time becomes commodified, as days off from work become
opportunities for shopping.

Toward Conscientious Consumption

“Conscientious consumption is consumption that is good for the con-
sumer, fair to other people, and sustainable with respect to the environ-
ment. . . . The neo-Aristotelian approach in virtue ethics has emerged as the
most promising way to conceptualize human well-being and the good life
and assess current American consumption. It provides us with a persuasive
and explicit vision of human well-being. Conscientious consumption is
consumption that promotes, secures, and expresses the diverse con-
stituents—both self- and other-regarding—ot a good human life.” [26-27]
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Summary of

The Original Affluent Society
by Marshall Sahlins

[Published in Stone Age Economics (Chicago: Aldine and Atherton, 1972), 1-39.]

There are two possible courses to affluence. Wants may be “easily satis-
fied” either by producing much or desiring little. . . . [There is] a Zen road
to affluence, departing from premises somewhat different from our own:
that human material wants are finite and few, and technical means un-
changing but on the whole adequate. [1-2]

A long-standing tradition in economics, dating back at least to the time of
Adam Smith, views preagricultural societies of hunters and gatherers as
desperately poor populations engaged in a continual, exhausting struggle
to survive. This dismal portrait provides the backdrop for the long narra-
tive of historical progress, as first agriculture and then industry increased
productivity and allowed the satisfaction of more and more individual de-
sires. But in contrast to the traditional view, both historical and anthropo-
logical evidence show that many hunter-gatherer societies obtained an ad-
equate diet with surprisingly little labor, and enjoyed substantial leisure
time. This summary presents the evidence for “Stone Age affluence,” and
discusses its significance for contemporary economics.

Sources of the Misconception

Prejudice against hunting may be as old as agriculture. It is echoed in the
biblical story of Jacob, the successtul farmer, and Esau, the hunter who lost
his birthright. But low opinions of the hunting-gathering economy involve
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more than “neolithic ethnocentrism.” A newer, bourgeois ethnocentrism
may be at work: Modern capitalism views economic life as organized
around scarcity, and takes it for granted that earlier, less technological soci-
eties suffered from even greater scarcity.

Having equipped the hunter with bourgeois impulses and paleolithic
tools, we judge his situation hopeless in advance. Yet scarcity is not an in-
trinsic property of technical means. It is a relationship between means and
ends. We should entertain the empirical possibility that hunters are in busi-
ness for their health, a finite objective, and that bow and arrow are ade-
quate to that end. [4-5]

Recent observation of existing hunters and gatherers has tended to distort
our understanding in two ways. First, the remote and exotic environments
of hunter-gatherer societies are inhospitable to agriculture or urban life,
and the foods found there include items deemed repulsive and inedible by
outsiders; the naive observer naturally wonders “how anyone could live in
a place like this.” Second, the surviving hunter-gatherer societies have been
pushed into resource-poor environments by the expansion of more ad-
vanced economies, and do not enjoy the richer opportunities that were
available when their way of life was universal.

“A Kind of Material Plenty”

In many accounts, however, hunters and gatherers are described as acting
as if they felt affluent—working short hours, sharing everything they have
freely with others, and showing no interest in storing or accumulating re-
sources. They own few tools, utensils, or items of clothing, and pay little at-
tention to preserving those they do have, as new ones can always be made
from readily available materials when the need arises. In a nomadic society,
mobility is a condition of success, and material wealth is a burden. The
hunter appears to be an “uneconomic man,” with scarce wants and plenti-
ful resources, the reverse of the textbook model. “It is not that hunters and
gatherers have curbed their materialistic ‘impulses’; they simply never made
an institution of them.” [13-14]

But the crucial question is, how hard do they work at gathering food?
Careful observation of two groups of native Australians in Arnhem Land in
1948 found that both men and women spent an average of only four to five
hours a day on all food-related activities. Both groups enjoyed an adequate
diet and had plenty of opportunities for daytime resting, sleeping, visiting
and talking, and other leisurely activities. Similar findings emerge from a
study of !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert in Botswana. It must be
noted that these are studies of people living in marginal environments;
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fragmentary historical accounts suggest that life was even easier for hunters
and gatherers in resource-rich regions of Africa and Australia before they
were driven out by the European conquest of these areas. When the choice
is available, some contemporary hunters and gatherers have rejected agri-
culture precisely in order to preserve their leisure. As a Bushman reportedly
said, “Why should we plant, when there are so many mongomongo nuts in
the world:” [27]

The assumption of ongoing abundance in food supplies, combined with
the need for mobility, explains the failure of hunters and gatherers to store
their occasional surpluses of food for future use. Although food storage was
often technically feasible, it would tie the group to a fixed geographic area,
in which they would likely exhaust the local food supplies. As such, they
opted to eat the surplus when it was available and thus remain free to move
on to richer areas as the need arose; nature’s food storage exceeds what hu-
mans could set aside in diversity as well as amount. Occasional periods of
hunger are the price they pay for such freedom.

Rethinking Hunters and Gatherers

The real handicap of hunting and gathering societies is not the low pro-
ductivity of labor, but rather the imminence of diminishing returns. The
food available within a convenient range of camp is always declining, and
the need for mobility is unending. This not only limits the level of mater-
ial culture to that which can easily be shouldered, but also imposes harsh
demographic constraints. Individuals, as well as things, that inhibit move-
ment must at times be shed; infanticide and euthanasia are, as hunters tell
it, sometimes sadly necessary. The larger a group grows the more often it
must move, so groups must remain small, especially in today’s inferior
hunting-gathering environments. In such societies, people spend most of
the year in small, widely spaced groups, isolated from other human contact.

“But rather than the sign of underproduction, the wages of poverty, this
demographic pattern is better understood as the cost of living well.” [34]
Hunters typically worked 20 to 35 hours per week; the rise of agriculture
probably meant that people on average began to work much harder. Al-
though hunters and gatherers sometimes experience a few days without
food due to the whims of nature, dependence on agriculture has subjected
people everywhere to famine in times of drought or crop failure. The pro-
portion of the earth’s population that goes to bed hungry every night is un-
doubtedly higher today than in the Old Stone Age.

This paradox reflects the two contradictory movements of economic evo-
lution. On the one hand, technology has increased the availability of goods
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and services and brought increased freedom from environmental con-
straints. The development of agriculture created enough of a food surplus
in one place to allow stable social life, which in turn is the foundation of all
later cultural development.

On the other hand, the same processes have created scarcity and poverty.
Technological development has also allowed discrimination in the distribu-
tion of wealth and differentiation in styles of life.

The world’s most primitive people have few possessions, but they are not
poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a rela-
tion between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people.
Poverty is a social status. As such it is the invention of civilization. It has
grown with civilization, at once as an invidious distinction between classes
and more importantly as a tributary relation—that can render agrarian
peasants more susceptible to natural catastrophes than any winter camp of
Alaskan Eskimo. [37-38, emphasis in original]

Finally, it should be borne in mind that this discussion takes modern
hunters and gatherers as historically typical, accepting them as an evolu-
tionary base line. Yet in the days when their way of life held sway through-
out the world’s richer environments, who knows what greater heights of
culture, now vanished without record, may have characterized the original
affluent society?

Summary of

The Limits to Satisfaction: Examination
by William Leiss

[Published in The Limits to Satisfuction: An Essay on the Problem
of Needs and Commodities (London: Boyars, 1978), 1-45.]

The market economy of affluent societies is characterized by the provision
of many technologically sophisticated commodities to large numbers of
people. This high-intensity market setting is governed by the principle that
the economy should expand steadily and the concern that sufficient re-
sources be available for this purpose. This summary argues that the sys-
tematic orientation of all needs toward commodities within such markets
makes it difficult to determine and satisty individual desires, intensifies the
experienced scarcity of goods, and promotes a dangerously shortsighted
view of the ability of the environment to absorb the resource costs of mass
production.
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The Individual

In an expanding marketplace, the individual consumer faces a number of
insurmountable problems. Since many mass-produced goods require com-
plex production processes, consumers often do not have the knowledge or
the time to make informed decisions that avoid the physiological and psy-
chological dangers that accompany consumption of some commodities.
Ideally, consumer choices are informed by an intimate understanding of the
goods that will achieve their desired ends. This is the kind of knowledge
that is applied in craft skills. For example, a cook who caretully prepares a
sauce knows which ingredients and pans are most useful.

In a mass market nobody can possibly have craft knowledge of more than
a few products. Without craft knowledge, individual choice amounts to lit-
tle more than a grand arbitrary experiment in matching goods with needs
and wants. One consequence is that most actual consumer decisions reflect
a choice among the messages or images associated with different com-
modities, rather than among the commodities themselves. Many product
images create short-lived impressions of indispensability that reflect the
shallowness of most consumer wants.

A consumer’s health may be endangered in a number of ways by igno-
rance of the nature and effects of commodities. In a high-intensity market
setting, the number and variety of goods depend on the incorporation of
materials that have untested long-term physical effects on people and the
environment. Hyperactivity in children, poor nutrition, and drug depen-
dencies are but a few of the many physical problems that have been associ-
ated with the consumption of some modern products.

Psychologically, a significant health issue arises with attempts to satisfy
the multitude of needs generated by advertising. Advertising fragments
genuine social needs into many other needs, each of which is associated
with a particular commodity and message. For example, the consumer need
for an acceptable external appearance is broken into smaller and smaller
needs by compartmentalizing the body into different parts, each of which
requires separate products. Thus, for example, a variety of deodorants and
other chemical mixtures are designed to enhance the smells and appearance
of different body parts. The consumer who is hooked on addressing needs
through consumption will spend more and more time consuming in order
to maintain a sense of self.

In The Harried Leisure Class, summarized in Part II of this volume,
Staffan Linder argues convincingly that the value of time spent consuming
goods increases with productivity gains in the labor sector of the economy.
He raised the important point that leisure will become increasingly oriented
toward activities that utilize consumer goods. As a result, activities that do
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not depend on consumption will become less important to consumers bent
on optimizing the yield on their time. The urge to optimize leisure time is
exemplified by the packaged tour, which allows travelers to see as much as
possible in the least amount of time. Unfortunately, experiencing efficiency
is not the same as experiencing different cultures. The planned menus, bus
trips, and guided tours effectively insulate the traveler from contact with
other cultures.

The appeal of the packaged tour and its seeming “efficiency” to the har-
ried consumer raises questions concerning the meaning of the phrase “sat-
isfaction of wants.”

In the high intensity market setting . . . both the states of feeling that are
incorporated in an individual’s wants and the multidimensional aspects of
commodities are highly complex; the complexity of the interplay between
needs and commodities increases exponentially as a result. It is far too
simplistic to adopt the conventional description of this process as one in
which “new” wants emerge attendant upon the “satisfaction” of previ-
ously existing ones. In this setting wants become less and less coherent,
and their objectives less clear and readily identifiable, as individuals con-
tinually reinterpret their needs in relation to the expanding market econ-
omy. [27]

If it is true that consumers are often unable to relate goods to their per-
ceived desires, this calls into question the usefulness of the notion that
human wants are insatiable. Wants cannot be continuously generated and
satisfied when it is difficult to say when and whether any particular want is
satisfied.

Society

Early proponents of an expansionist market economy believed that the
scarcity of goods results from limited productivity and that problems re-
lated to the elimination of scarcity represent the central concerns of eco-
nomic systems. This notion of scarcity implies a relation between wants and
available resources, but fails to recognize that scarcity has an experiential
component that cannot be addressed or eliminated by increasing produc-
tion. “If we view scarcity as the disparity between our wants and our ca-
pacities, we can understand the possibility that scarcity might increase si-
multaneously with rising social wealth and productivity.” [ 30] For instance,
in any society respect from others is not easy to obtain, so it has a scarcity
value. When scarce commodities are associated with respectability, the ex-
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perienced scarcity of respect is compounded. Consequently, it is possible
for individuals living in a society of wealth and limitless resources to have
intense experiences of scarcity. The threat of scarcity is a socially manufac-
tured, permanently entrenched characteristic of any society that connects
the satisfaction of needs to consumption of goods, and this threat will not
be diminished by increases in the supply of goods.

The threat of scarcity has returned as a significant economic issue as mis-
management of industrial waste products begins to pose global environ-
mental threats. Multinational corporations avoid pollution restrictions in
industrial societies by producing in countries that accept environmental
hazards for economic benefits. The export of industrial waste threatens
global resources while political and economic pressures place the burden of
proof on environmentalists to show that environmental problems will result
from a given activity or policy. Consequently, the dangers of uncertain,
long-term environmental costs are underplayed to keep costs down and
sustain short-term product development for the consumer.

Nonhuman Nature

To understand the character of human needs in a high-intensity market set-
ting it is essential to appreciate the nature of our dependence on the nat-
ural environment, the ultimate source of consumed goods. The modern
day realization that industrial wastes burden a limited resource base has
been slow to address the prevailing philosophical view that nature exists to
serve man’s purposes. This perspective can be traced back at least as far as
Sir Francis Bacon, who believed that human nature is distinct from that of
nonhuman nature and that nonhuman nature has no inherent purpose.
This belief provided the moral foundation for exploiting the environment
for whatever purposes humans deemed appropriate. In Bacon’s view, con-
quering non-human nature could allow humans to release their innate, de-
structive passions without hurting anyone. “Nonhuman nature ‘pays the
price’ for achieving peace and serenity in human society.” [42 ]

The idea that the rational control of nature through science and tech-
nology could be accomplished by a species that does not have control over
its own nature is fundamentally paradoxical. In exploiting resources to
manufacture goods to satisfy needs, we avoid careful examination of the na-
ture of our material interests and ignore the basic confusions and ambigu-
ities that exist in the complex relationship between needs, their satisfaction,
and commodities.
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Summary of

Will Raising the Incomes of All
Increase the Happiness of All?
by Richard Easterlin
[Published in Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 27 (1995), 35-48.]

In his widely cited 1974 article on income and subjective well-being,! East-
erlin drew three major conclusions from a review of empirical evidence:
First, within a country rich people are happier than poor people at any
point in time; second, increases in average income over time do not lead to
increases in average happiness; and finally, people in rich countries are no
happier, on average, than those in poor countries. This summary returns to
the subject of income and happiness, finding that an additional twenty years
of data and analysis have strengthened support for the first two conclusions
but rendered the third problematical.

Theoretical Model

For most people, judgments of their own economic well-being depend on
the incomes and living standards of others. If your income is unchanged
while everyone else receives an increase, you will probably feel poorer. In
formal terms, happiness varies directly with one’s own income and inversely
with the incomes of others, as suggested by Duesenberry’s model of inter-
dependent preferences (see summary in Part V). This model predicts that
income and happiness are positively correlated at any point in time, as is ac-
tually observed. It predicts that increases in everyone’s income need not
make anyone happier, since the increase in happiness from one’s own gains
is offset by the effect of everyone else’s success. This, too, is consistent with
observation.

A more realistic model would also take account of habit formation: The
utility resulting from one’s current income depends in part on habits and
expectations, based on past income. This should diminish the correlation
between income and happiness: The rich have high expectations, reducing
the satisfaction they get from large incomes; the poor have low ones, in-
creasing the satisfaction they experience from small incomes. If spending
habits and expectations were all that mattered, there might be no relation-
ship between current income and happiness. More realistically, the combi-
nation of interdependent preferences and habit formation predicts some
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connection between income and happiness, though less than that which
would prevail in the absence of habit formation.

Empirical Evidence

Numerous studies from the United States, Europe, and Japan confirm that
increasing per capita incomes do not result in increasing happiness. In the
United States, real incomes rose substantially between the 1940s and the
1970s; new, detailed studies of that period have confirmed Easterlin’s 1974
finding that happiness peaked in the late 1950s and then declined. From
1972 through 1991, a period when per capita income after tax rose by one-
third, annual survey data from the National Opinion Research Center like-
wise show no upward trend in happiness.

Surveys of life satisfaction in nine European countries from 1973
through 1989 show a slight upward trend in two countries, a slight down-
ward trend in two, and no trend in the remaining five; during those years
real per capita gross domestic product (GDP) rose from 25 to 50 percent
in the nine countries. A study of Japan found no increase in subjective well-
being from 1964 to 1981, despite the fact that real per capita GDP more
than doubled.

Other survey evidence shows that people’s expectations and standards for
a given level of satisfaction rise at about the same rate as incomes. The in-
come requirements for being “completely happy” move upward over time,
as do the much lower standards for “minimum comfort.” One historical
study found that minimum comfort standards, over a long period of time,
were a roughly constant percentage of per capita gross national product.

The evidence for a positive relationship between income and happiness at
any point in time is also extensive. Some analysts have pointed out that the
statistical relationship is a weak one if other factors such as educational level
are controlled; however, these other factors may be mechanisms through
which income produces its effects.

For international comparisons of happiness, theoretical predictions are
unclear, as is the evidence. It has been established that there are durable
cultural differences between countries in the tendency to answer questions
positively or negatively. Similarly, there are differences in the tendency to
answer moderately or extremely. One attempt at international comparison
found that Brazilians were among the most satisfied, but also among the
most worried and dissatisfied, on a range of measures; the likely explana-
tion is that Brazilians are among the most immoderate in their responses.
Such difficulties underscore the importance of single-country studies for
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analysis of the relationship between subjective well-being and economic de-
velopment.

Conclusion

Rich people are happier than poor people in the same country at the same
time. However, raising the incomes of all does not increase the happiness
of all. Despite the obvious relevance of such findings for economic theory,
economists have, with few exceptions, ignored the issue. A survey of more
than 200 studies on the measurement and determinants of subjective well-
being found only two in economics journals. The reluctance of economists
to consider new research on subjective well-being doubtless reflects, in
part, the continuing commitment to utilitarianism, and the often-stated
commitment to positive rather than normative analysis. Recently there have
been encouraging signs of an emerging interest in normative economics.
“An economics that is engaged actively and self-critically with the moral as-
pects of its subject matter cannot help but be more interesting, more illu-
minating, and ultimately more useful than one that tries not to be.” 2

Notes
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Summary of

The Expansion of Consumption
by Allan Schnaiberg

[Published in The Environment: From Surplus to Scarcity
(New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 157-204.]

In the final analysis, then, consumption cannot be the leading factor in the
expansion of production. Increased consumption may permit expanded
production, but it does not generally cause it. Wage income shifts typically



28 Part I. Scope and Definition

follow production changes, marketing typically follows production shifts,
and consumption follows all three of these factors. Consumer resistance,
though, can and does occur, where it is permitted. Some products die be-
cause of it, but few are born solely because of consumer wants or needs,
independent of the production structure. [192]

In recent decades, environmental degradation has followed increases in ma-
terial consumption by consumers and producers. According to neoclassical
economic theory, changes in consumer behavior will be sufficient to ame-
liorate or negate the harmful eftects on the environment. This summary ar-
gues that in industrialized countries’ consumption levels are determined
primarily by producers and that changes in production are essential to re-
versing or reducing environmental degradation.

In industrialized economies, high aggregate consumption levels are nec-
essary to maintain profits. To maintain high production and profit levels,
producers work to stimulate demand for products that can be mass pro-
duced. Once wages are high enough to permit innovations in consumption,
producers shift their investment patterns to create products in new areas,
thereby creating new avenues for consumer demand.

Advanced industrialization has brought about a broad panoply of envi-
ronmental problems through increases in material consumption. Con-
sumption levels have risen dramatically despite the fact that services now
constitute a growing proportion of total consumption. This suggests that
demand for services is closely tied to goods consumption:

Consumption of services, therefore, exists in a variety of relationships to
the goods produced by the primary/secondary industrial sectors. First,
service industries are consumers of many of the products of these sectors
(energy and paper, especially). Second, they stimulate a variety of demands
for production goods by other consumers: industrial, government, and
private ones. Third, they provide the mechanisms by which consumption
of these producer goods can continue—through delivery and repair. [171]

As consumers, the service industries have had a devastating impact on the
environment (for example, waste production, use of land for waste disposal,
and air/water pollution).

Of course, an expanding service sector is not the only perpetrator of en-
vironmental harm; the nonservice sectors extract ever increasing amounts
of natural resources to support high volumes of production without ade-
quately replenishing or compensating disrupted ecosystems.

The view that environmental degradation can be effectively stopped by
changing consumption patterns is represented by the neoclassical model of
the sovereign consumer. Consumers are said to be sovereign in the sense that
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individual preferences, formed and acted upon with very little influence
from producers, govern the decisions of producers. This model is com-
pelling in that it provides for a simple solution to consumption-based envi-
ronmental problems. If the population is controlled and consumption per
capita is decreased, then the impact on the environment will be reduced.
One significant problem with the sovereign consumer model is that it pro-
vides an inadequate account of the dynamic connections between con-
sumption and production processes.

Consumer Demand and Production Expansion

The view that consumers are sovereign is untenable in light of the pressures
that producers are under to ensure that consumer demand stays high. Gen-
erally, the sovereign consumer model fails in two important respects. It
does not account for the influence of external, political forces on the for-
mation of consumer preferences; and it suggests falsely that consumer be-
havior is essentially autonomous. In fact, consumers do not freely deter-
mine their preferences, and they are not always self-determining in their
attempts to satisfy their preferences.

According to the consumer sovereignty model, individual consumers pri-
oritize desires and producers then develop products to satisty them. How-
ever, producers are much more proactive in developing consumer prefer-
ences than this model allows. For instance, advertising is often used to
heighten consumer awareness of unmet needs and to argue that such needs
can be satisfied through the purchase of its products. By persuading con-
sumers of the importance of certain desires, advertising influences the way
individual wants are prioritized.

The consumer sovereignty model also implies that each consumer choice
is independent of the next. Consumption of certain goods necessitates the
consumption of many other types of goods. For example, buying a house
in a suburb often involves increased consumption of automobiles, electric-
ity, and land. Once a lifestyle is chosen, consumers are confined to the lim-
ited choices made available by producers; for example, suburban consump-
tion patterns are often energy inefficient with respect to the provision of
many family services. “Rather than thinking about demand for a given type
of product, then, we must think of clusters of related demands, contingent
upon an initial consumer choice or consumer response to extensive supply
structures.” [181]

Consumer choices are heavily influenced by the range of available public
goods and services since these can be effective substitutes for large volumes
of private goods and services. The large political influence wielded by busi-
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nesses has prevented any such substitution. Consumers may appear to freely
choose suburbia over other locations, but the public policies that make it
easy to do so are supported by businesses rather than consumers.

The political processes underlying the shift to more environmentally costly
transportation have been far afield from any model of consumer sover-
eignty. Although consumers, in some organized groups, have made inputs
that relate to contingent demands (e.g., arising from past suburbaniza-
tion), the decision making for such policies has been heavily weighted in
favor of producer groups. Little of this decision making has occurred in
open public debate, with informed public representatives present. Orga-
nized interest groups have been predominantly (and at times, almost ex-
clusively) auto-truck related industries, the so-called highway-automobile
complex. No extension of the consumer demand model can be stretched
to cover such decision making. Yet the inevitable consequence has been
the shift to totally different patterns of transportation. [182]

For example, in the middle third of this century, United States political
policies that supported the expansion of public transportation were re-
placed by business-influenced government programs that favored the de-
velopment of a national roadway infrastructure, suburbanization, and the
subsidization of truckers.

Constraints on Consumer Actions

Even if autonomy is not compromised in the formation of consumer pref-
erences, it is constrained by a number of factors once these preferences are
formed. The wealthiest groups exercise disproportionate control over what
is produced; the more a consumer spends, the greater his voting power in
the marketplace. Producers react to the needs and priorities of big spenders,
not just any consumer; buying trends are set by those with money to spend
on novelties. The effective demand of wage-earners is constrained by col-
lective bargaining arrangements and government policies that are, for the
most part, independent of the “autonomous” consumer.

The sovereign consumer model implies that consumer purchases reflect
reasoned choices, but this cannot be true, considering how little consumers
often know about their purchases. For example, the technology and man-
ufacturing processes that underlie many products are concealed from most
consumers. It is the producers who have the power to influence the
processes employed in goods production. When alternatives, such as auto-
mobiles of different sizes or running on different fuels, are not offered by
producers, consumers have no ability to “choose” them.

Shifts in consumption patterns are the end result of changes in income,
production, and marketing. Consequently, any efforts to reduce environ-
mental degradation must focus on the production system and the role of
politics, rather than on consumer behavior.
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From a social structural perspective, there is no theoretical basis for treat-
ing consumers as distinct from the multiplicity of roles they play in soci-
ety, for consumption seems to be an outcome of these other roles. That is,
consumers are not organized per se, except in the sense of a consumer
movement, which has its roots in other political and economic roles of
participants quite often. But consumers are typically workers, or depen-
dents of workers, and as such are immediately tied to the production sys-
tem. They are also citizens, and thereby linked to the political structure.
[191]

Summary of

New Analytic Bases for
an Economic Critique of Consumer Society
by Juliet Schor

[Paper delivered at conference on “Consumption, Global Stewardship,
and the Good Life” (University of Maryland, September 29-October 2, 1994).]

In contrast to scholars in other fields, economists have contributed rela-
tively little to the emerging critiques of consumer society. This summary re-
views the arguments offered by economists in the past, criticizes the treat-
ment of consumer choice in conventional economic theory, and identifies
four bases on which a new economic approach to consumerism could be
grounded.

Thorstein Veblen’s classic critique, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899),
had a tremendous but transitory influence on economic thought. A more
sanguine approach to consumption ultimately triumphed within the disci-
pline of economics, for example, that was exemplified by Simon Patten’s
The Consumption of Wealth (1889). Patten argued that society was emerg-
ing from an age of scarcity to an age of abundance, and that it was ethically
desirable to embrace the new consumer society.

Optimists such as Patten had to overcome not only Veblenesque cri-
tiques, but also the long-standing fear that society might not generate suf-
ficient consumer demand to grow and prosper. Many economists believed
that, as wages rose, people would find their needs for goods satisfied and
reduce their hours of work.

Nevertheless, Patten’s views did triumph. In the 1920s, economists such
as Hazel Kyrk, Theresa McMahon, and Constance Southworth argued that
a new type of consumer was (and should be) emerging. The possibility of
unlimited wants appeared in their writings, and was soon taken for granted
in business and marketing circles as well as in economic theory.
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Debates about the nature of consumption and the quality of life virtually
disappeared from economics after World War II. With a few notable excep-
tions, economists accepted neoclassical general equilibrium theory and its
presumption that the relationship between goods and satisfaction was un-
problematic and uninteresting. By the last quarter of the century, concern
about underconsumption and stagnation was replaced with worries about
insufficient savings. The turn away from studying consumption and home
economics also constituted a shift away from studying women’s economic
behavior, and contributed to the marginalization of women within the eco-
nomics profession.

In the general equilibrium model, competition ensures that workers and
consumers find their preferences validated in the market. Workers’ and con-
sumers’ sovereignties are crucial to the demonstration that market out-
comes are optimal. If consumers want something else, they can change
their buying patterns; if workers want either more or less leisure, they can
change their working patterns. Consumer wants are assumed to be insa-
tiable, and independent of other individuals’ behavior. Economists have
rarely done research that tested these assumptions.

Even a largely empirical defense of consumer society, in Stanley Leber-
gott’s Pursuing Happiness: American Consumers in the Twentieth Century
(1993), rests on economic theory at a crucial point. The fact that con-
sumers buy new goods, for Lebergott, implies that the new goods yield
more “worthwhile” experiences. “But the critique of consumer society is
not about older versus newer goods, so much as it is about consumer soci-
ety versus alternative ways of living.” [6]

Market (and Other) Failures:
Four Bases for a Critique of Consumerism

There are four theoretical bases for a critique of consumer society. First,
market failure in the labor market undermines the presumption of worker
sovereignty. If most workers cannot choose their hours of work,! then there
is no sense in which the current trade-oft between leisure and income, or
leisure and consumption, is optimal. In the neoclassical model, sovereign
workers/consumers “get what they want.” But workers who are con-
strained to work more than they would choose, and become habituated to
spending the resulting income, end up “want[ing] what they get.”

Second, the failure of environmental or natural capital to be priced and
incorporated into the market results in the underpricing of goods and ser-
vices. This means that there is “excess” consumption of goods and services
compared to the optimal level that would exist in the absence of external
effects.
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Third, some critics argue that consumerism undermines community.
Robert Putnam has shown that strong community ties yield substantial
benefits in terms of efficient government, law-abidingness, and quality of
life. However, the decline of free time outside the workplace diminishes op-
portunities to maintain community ties.

Finally, social interaction affects consumption, as shown by James Due-
senberry as well as by Veblen. Duesenberry argued that what matters to
consumers is not their absolute level of income, but their income relative
to those around them. One of the few economists to follow up on this in-
sight, Robert Frank, has shown that if leisure has lower status than con-
sumer goods, then an optimal outcome (less money and less work) can only
be reached by cooperation, not by competition.

Some past critiques of consumerism have been aesthetically based and
elitist. Environmental critiques, on the other hand, often rely largely on
moral appeals. The centrality of consumer goods in American society blunts
the effectiveness of such appeals; structural limitations make it difficult for
most consumers to respond to ethical persuasion. A new critique should be
positive, arguing “in favor of a better way of organizing the economy and
society. It should stress the costs of consuming—in terms of environment,
time, community, and quality of social interaction. It should offer people
an appealing vision of an alternative society.” [14]

Note

1. As argued in Schor’s research, summarized in Part II.

Summary of

Consumption: The New Wave
of Research in the Humanities and Social Sciences
by Colin Campbell

[Published in To Have Possessions: A Handbook on Ownership and Property,
special issue of Journal of Social Behavior and Personality 6 (1991): 57-74.]

Recent years have seen a marked upsurge of interest in the topic of con-
sumption both in the social sciences and in the humanities. This summary
surveys leading contributions to consumption research from a wide range
of disciplines.

Several factors have contributed to the outburst of recent research on
consumption. Historians have recognized that characteristics of a consumer
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society can be found in preindustrial societies, giving rise to studies of the
role of consumption before and during industrialization. A group of neo-
Marxist writers has adapted Marxist ideas, formerly focused on production,
to the analysis of modern consumer societies. Trends in cultural analysis
have led to a deeper understanding of the nature and meaning of consumer
culture. Urban sociology has focused on collective consumption. Feminism
and women’s studies have given prominence to such topics as fashion, the
body, diet, advertising, shopping, and housework. Effects of these and re-
lated changes are seen throughout the social sciences and humanities.

Social Sciences

Until recently, traditional analyses of consumption in the social sciences,
such as those of Veblen, Marx, Weber, and others, were largely neglected
in fields other than anthropology. Anthropology emphasizes social systems,
structures of interaction, and kinship. This focus has led to concerns for
property rights, inheritance, and consumption practices within the context
of large systems of social relations. In 1978, Douglas and Isherwood’s
book, The World of Goods,! was an isolated contribution to the understand-
ing of consumption. More recent anthropology has focused on “material
culture” with a consequent interest in exchange and commodities.

Within sociology, the neo-Marxist Jean Baudrillard has been influential
in drawing on semiotics to analyze the “commodity sign” rather than the
commodity. For Baudrillard, commodities are valued for their symbolic
meanings rather than for their use; in many cases, only the meanings are
consumed. Neo-Marxist thinker, Daniel Miller, blends Simmel, Hegel, and
Marx to develop a theory in which consumption in modern industrial soci-
eties is alienating, but at the same time allows the possibility of an escape
from alienation. Other new wave writers, not all of them Marxists, tend to
echo the theme that there is the potential for liberation within modern con-
sumption.

The recent revival of urban sociology has included a focus on collective
consumption. Peter Saunders draws on this and other areas of sociology to
develop a theory in which consumption plays a central role, analogous to
the role of production in classical Marxism; his work has predictably been
controversial. The most important recent sociological work, attributed to
Bourdieu, relates semiotics to neo-Marxist thought; but perhaps it is un-
derstood best as a development and extension of Veblen’s work. Like Ve-
blen, Bourdieu sees the role of consumption, and the development of so-
cially differentiated tastes, as central to the creation of hierarchy. He differs
in stressing the individual’s possession of symbolic or cultural capital that
can be used to display taste, rather than material goods per se.
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“Economics remains the one social science discipline in which least
progress has occurred with respect to the study of consumption.” [64 ] De-
spite the writings of Veblen, Keynes, and Galbraith, little has been done.
Important works, none of them current, include Nurkse on the interna-
tional demonstration effect, and Hirsch and Scitovsky on the inadequacies
of conventional theories of demand.

Research on consumption in psychology appears less prominent than it
did in the past, although there are signs of stirring and new approaches.
The work of Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton on the meaning and
symbolic significance of material objects has been influential; their work is
compatible with the approaches to consumption in other fields as well as in

psychology.

Humanities

In history the role of consumption in the Industrial Revolution, and its sig-
nificance in “early” or “premodern” societies, has been studied by a grow-
ing number of historians. The pathbreaking works are those of Fernand
Braudel, especially Capitalism and Material Life 1400-1800.> McKendrick,
Brewer, and Plumb have argued that a consumer revolution was a necessary
part of England’s eighteenth-century revolution in production. Numerous
other historians have examined other aspects of European consumption be-
fore and during industrialization, all emphasizing the vital contribution that
consumption made to the emergence of modern society.

In philosophy, the debates over the concept of “need,” and the associ-
ated distinction between “necessity” and “luxury,” have been important to
economic theory in the past and to social theory today. Simple distinctions
between “true” and “false” needs are generally untenable, while there are
still significant questions relating to the distinction among needs, wants,
desires, and interests. However, these questions no longer occupy their ear-
lier prominence in social theory.

Semiotics, which emphasizes communication and symbolic meanings,
has influenced the discussion of consumption. In the absence of detailed
case studies of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century consumption, theorists
have sometimes turned to fiction of the period as a source of descriptive
narratives.

Conclusion

An early phase of research on consumption, dominated by critiques of the
conventional utilitarian approach of economics and appeals for the devel-
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opment of new methods, is coming to an end. The “pre-paradigmatic”
stage of consumption studies is nearly complete, although it is not yet clear
what the new theoretical paradigm will be, or where the boundaries of the
emerging field of study will lie.

Several concluding observations may be hazarded about the further de-
velopment of the field.

[First,] the tendency, prevalent in economics, to see consumption as an
end of human activity has . . . given way to a presumption that it is indeed
better understood as a means to some further end. . . . [Second,] the as-
sumption that consumption refers specifically to the selection, purchase
and use of material objects has increasingly been questioned . . . because
of a growing awareness that it is not so much objects as their meanings
which are indeed consumed. . . . Third and finally, one might predict that
the study of consumption will slowly free itself from its present close in-
volvement with cultural theory . . . [and] debates over postmodernism . . .
[71]

Notes

1. M. Douglas and B. Isherwood, The World of Goods: Toward an Anthropology
of Consumption (New York: Norton, 1978).

2. Fernand Braudel, Capitalism and Material Life 1400-1800 (London: Wei-
denfeld and Nicolson, 1973).



PART II

Consumption in the
Affluent Society!

Overview Essay
by David Kiron

In industrialized countries, the costs of affluence are coming into focus. In
1989, the average American consumed much more than his or her coun-
terpart in 1969, while the average worker labored 160 more hours—equiv-
alent to an extra month of full-time employment.? The expectation that
productivity increases would eventually translate into a life of leisure for the
masses has not been realized. As communities become more fragmented,
status consumption has intensified rather than diminished. The fruits of
economic growth—more consumption, a growing strain on the natural en-
vironment, but no more happiness all around—raise serious questions for
our economic agenda.

This part analyzes rising consumption levels in affluent societies during
the twentieth century and their effect on both the public sector and the ex-
perience of consumers. The summarized articles address various aspects of
the relationship between production and consumption. The first five sum-
maries focus on the relation among work life, consumption, and issues of
personal identity. The next four look at the social impact of increasing con-
sumption levels.

The American Dream

The relationship between producers and consumers is essential to under-
standing consumption in the affluent society. One of the most influential
writings on this topic is John Kenneth Galbraith’s The Affluent Society.?
Galbraith questioned one of the basic tenets of neoclassical economic the-
ory: the assumption of consumer sovereignty, which implies that tastes are
exogenous to the economic system. His concern was that creating and sat-
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isfying wants through the market would not lead to greater well-being. The
issue of consumer sovereignty subsumes a number of questions about the
nature of choice in industrialized societies. Did individuals choose to work
longer hours in order to afford the good life promised by marketers, or
were they lashed to the work wheel by their employers for the sake of com-
petition, costs, and profits? Is it possible for consumers to create for them-
selves a strong sense of self through consumption if creative work is un-
available? Has interest in maintaining the public sector waned because
people have chosen to meet an increasing number of wants and needs
through the market, or is it that pressures to support public goods are not
as strong as those that support the provision of private goods?*

This list of questions contains a notable omission. After an exhaustive
search, our research turned up few articles since the 1970s that examine the
effects of consumer culture on the poor. A number of recent authors point
out the existence of a problem and suggest that it is growing in scale, but
no one seems to have focused on this topic. What happens to consumers
who cannot afford the standard of respectable membership that is set by a
consumer society? Many cultural critics have taken issue with the role of sta-
tus consumption among the middle class, but the impact of status goods is
felt nowhere more strongly than among poor urban teens who have been
murdered for their fashionable jackets and sneakers. Many of the manufac-
turing jobs that once allowed movement out of poverty have vanished,
leaving the poor with a drive to consume but with few legitimate routes to
incomes that support higher consumption levels.

During the 1920s, pressures to consume were harnessed and given ex-
pression through images of the American Dream, a producer-inspired vi-
sion that included a single-family detached house in the suburbs, an auto-
mobile, a radio (and later, a television), and various household appliances.
The Great Depression and World War 11 delayed the active pursuit of this
image, though during the war the government prepared Americans for a
big splurge with messages of imminent mass distribution of abundance.
After the war, the GI bill and subsidization of a suburban infrastructure laid
the groundwork for widespread, middle-class home ownership. More
homes with more room for more stuff were crucial elements of the push to-
ward higher consumption levels. A consumerist consensus emerged, reach-
ing something of a zenith in 1950s when more people rated themselves as
“very happy” than at any time before or since.?

Clearly, the interests of both producers and consumers have contributed
to changes in consumer behavior over the course of the twentieth century.
The elaboration of the American Dream by mass producers in the 1920s
was in part a response to uncertainty over whether consumers would buy
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enough to sustain economic growth. At the same time, consumer demand
that was pent-up during a successful war effort in World War II was un-
leashed during the euphoria that followed in the postwar decades.

In the heyday of the postwar boom (the 1950s), labor was more inter-
ested in higher wages than in more free time, but today the reverse is true.
Contemporary workers are willing to give up career advancement in order
to spend more time with their families.® The use and value of time in the
affluent society have followed a complicated trajectory since union efforts
in the early part of the century won a standard eight-hour work day. In the
first article summarized in this part, Gary Cross argues that the consumerist
tendencies that emerged after World War II had their roots in the Depres-
sion, which left many workers disillusioned with free time and intensely
concerned with economic and job security. Work and higher wages ap-
peared much more attractive since they delivered to wage earners what
leisure could not: status, stability, and security.

Is economic insecurity or adaptation to progressively higher living stan-
dards the central force behind consumption in contemporary aftfluent soci-
ety? Answers to this question acknowledge that, for most people, jumping
off the work-spend cycle is an option that has been given little support
within the current economic system. Full-time employment rather than
shorter hours and shared work has always been preferred by business. As
capital has become more mobile and global, firms have turned to cheap
overseas labor and domestic temporary services.” Corporate downsizing has
become commonplace as competitive pressures leave fewer top jobs and
create greater economic insecurity for all. In the second summary in this
section, Juliet Schor analyzes this trend, arguing that middle-class wage
earners have been trapped in a cycle of work and spend, having become ha-
bituated to greater levels of affluence and lacking part-time employment al-
ternatives that could preserve living standards at fixed levels. In opposition
to the neoclassical assumption that workers get the hours they want, Schor
contends that in reality firms set the work schedules, and workers wind up
having to accept the terms they are offered.

Schor brings into relief a problem with our freedom to choose that
echoes the voices of critics like Andrew Bard Schmookler. Schmookler ar-
gues that greater choice among goods comes at the expense of choice in
other more important areas of life.® Whether the choice is between work
time and leisure time, or this good or that, the market assumes that if you
do not like something, you can show your disapproval by not choosing it
or not buying it. As Michael Schudson suggests, “We learn to dissent by
exit rather than by voice. We are instructed in choice but not in living with
or against the choices we make.”® That we are steeped in an ideology of
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choice, but do not structure the agenda within which choices are made, is
a theme that reverberates throughout Schor’s book.

Consumption as a Source of Meaning

Jobs that provide meaningful work are becoming more scarce. Education is
no longer a guaranteed ticket to better, more interesting jobs. Mass pro-
duction requires a form of labor participation that makes it difficult to value
work as one of the most important sources of meaning in life. It is ironic
that the noted decline of a work ethic has coincided with people being
forced to work longer hours. Can the lack of meaningful work be fully
countered through consumption? Raymond Benton, Jr. says no, in a sum-
marized article that extends Hannah Arendt’s critique of the routine labor
process that underlies much of mass production. Benton argues that mass
consumption cannot be a satisfying goal of an economy, especially one de-
pendent on labor that produces primarily throw-away goods.
Anthropologist Daniel Miller argues the opposite position, contending
that it is possible to counter the alienated conditions of the workplace
through consumption practices. In doing so, Miller develops a thesis that
reflects a growing consensus among academicians in fields other than eco-
nomics, namely that consumption plays an important role in the cultivation
of a sense of self. He rejects the view that consumption is an activity that is
primarily about tastes. Miller is skeptical of the contemporary relevance of
an analytic tradition that originated with Thorstein Veblen’s seminal Theory
of the Leisure Class,'® which framed much of this century’s sociological re-
search on consumption. Veblen, and more recently Bourdieu,!! observed
that taste is a function of the ability to distance oneself from work. Where
Veblen demonstrated that conspicuous consumption among American so-
cial elites in the late nineteenth century established a standard of emulation
that trickled down through the classes, Bourdieu analyzes the pluralism of
tastes that abound among French subcultures, citing education and posi-
tion in the production process as the central determinants of taste. In rec-
ognizing that many consumption activities, such as hobbies, enable iden-
tity-building projects that may be either individualistic or social, Miller
challenges those sociologists who view consumption as a function of taste.!?
Alan Warde represents a new breed of sociologists who, like Miller, view
consumption as a process that is much more complex than is recognized by
the field of economics. “No longer is it possible to think of consumption
in a simple, one-dimensional way. It is not just something that happens
within the household contributing to the reproduction of labor power, nor
can it be reduced to the distribution of assets, nor simply treated as an area
of choice.”!® Warde presents an analytic framework for understanding both
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the experience of consumption and the role of production in the con-
sumption process.

Social Impacts of Consumption

Two of the more notable social consequences of higher private consump-
tion levels are the decline of free time and a deterioration in the quality of
public goods and services. It is curious that the most important economic
writings on the former were produced before the 1980s. Among the au-
thors represented here, Harry Johnson, Staffan Linder, and Fred Hirsch
each argue that economic growth creates pressures to economize on time
outside of work. Johnson provides theoretical support for Schor’s con-
tention that people really do not want to be working as much as they are.
He notes that, with increasing affluence, individuals will want to spend less
time at work to enjoy their growing collection of goods.

Staffan Linder points out that productivity increases make time more
valuable at work, and, since leisure time and work time are substitutes for
one another, the price of leisure time should rise correspondingly. Both
Linder and Hirsch point out the consequences of economizing leisure time
by increasing the number of goods consumed. Linder emphasizes that less
time may be spent with each good. Hirsch extends the point to sociability,
arguing that if we spend more time with goods, especially time-saving
goods that require individual usage, less time will be spent with other peo-
ple. In a society with greater social mobility, we run a greater risk that acts
of friendliness and social obligations will be unreciprocated or unfulfilled.!*

With consumer interest directed toward spending more time with more
private goods, it is perhaps unsurprising that less effort is directed toward
promoting and sustaining public goods and services. Contemporary resis-
tance to the allocation of resources to the public sector supports Hirsch’s
view that deterioration in the public sector stems from the economics of in-
dividualistic demand. With rising affluence, more people have access to sta-
tus goods that are valued for their exclusive qualities, a category that Hirsch
calls “positional goods” (discussed further in Part VI). If a vacation home
with a private beach is affordable and desirable, why go to a public beach
or be interested in paying taxes that support one? Greater competition for
positional goods, which requires an unequal distribution of resources, is a
zero-sum game that eventually diminishes the interest in and quality of
public goods.

It used to be that the desirability of automobile use and suburban living
was linked to the ideals of escape and freedom. But as more people ac-
quired access to suburbia, roads became crowded, time traveling to work
increased, and overall time pressures mounted. When looking at the social
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geography of America, it is apparent that Hirsch’s analysis has gone un-
heeded. In the final article summarized in this part, Alladi Venkatesh ex-
amines recent trends in consumer culture in Orange County, California,
and finds that the legacy of postwar suburbanization has taken on a life all
its own. Suburbia is no longer exclusively residential, quiet, and white. In
the new suburbia, busy, dual-income families from different classes and eth-
nic backgrounds come together at restaurants, shopping malls, and in front
of the television, when they come together at all.

In 1991, Venkatesh could not have foreseen that bankruptcy was ahead
for Orange County, one of the wealthiest metropolitan regions in the coun-
try and well known for its conservative values, status consumption, and re-
volt against higher taxes. Orange County typifies a national political trend
toward downsizing the federal government and cutting its social programs:
a movement that reflects both the desire to preserve income and a concern
with the efficient resolution of issues related to a growing underclass. Part
of the motivation for preserving income is due to the economically sanc-
tioned pursuit of an ever-expanding vision of the good life. Yet this goal
seems to be achieved at the expense of increasing socioeconomic stratifica-
tion, which is widely believed to promote social ills. Consequently, reshuf-
fling public spending will not solve the persistent social problems that are
created by high levels of private consumption in certain economic sectors.

Notes

1. The title of this section reflects the distinction between consumer societies like
the United States, where affluence is widespread, and those in developing countries
where affluence is concentrated among elites and a growing middle class.

2. Juliet Schor, The Overworked American (New York: Basic Books, 1992).

3. First published in 1958; this is partially summarized in Part V.

4. Underlying each question is the idea that the meaning of consumption is in-
extricably linked to both the types of goods consumed and the purposes of con-
sumption. For instance, What makes a good an item of necessity or luxury? What
aspects of goods are actually consumed? Are goods consumed primarily for their
status qualities or other reasons? Does the consumption of certain goods have an
impact on the quality of their future use? The economic view that consumption re-
lates only to the satisfaction of preferences or generation of utility is systematically
challenged by the works collected here.

5. Richard Easterlin, “Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some
Empirical Evidence,” in Nations and Households in Economic Growth, eds. Paul
David and Melven Reder (New York: Academic Press, 1974), 85-125.

6. Juliet Schor, The Overworked American (New York: Basic Books, 1992).

7. Jackson Lears” summary in Part VII suggests that this trend is responsible for
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corporations leaving their base of mass consumption in national locales. With mass
consumption readily available in the global market, there is less pressure to main-
tain high wages at home to buy their products.

8. Andrew Bard Schmookler, The Illusion of Choice: How the Market Economy
Shapes Our Destiny (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993).

9. Michael Schudson, “Delectable Materialism,” American Prospect 1991.

10. Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (London: Unwin Books,
1899).

11. Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste
(Paris, 1979).

12. Miller also rejects Jean Baudrillard’s view that contemporary consumption
has little to do with the functional uses of goods. As a critic of modern consumer
society, Baudrillard’s analysis of the symbolic role of goods has been very influen-
tial among semioticians and postmodernists; however, his turgid writing makes his
work difficult for the lay person.

13. Alan Warde, “Notes on the Relationship Between Production and Con-
sumption,” in Consumption and Class, eds. Burrows and Marsh (New York: St.
Martin’s, 1992), 13-32.

14. In a recent work, Daniel Miller critiques a caricature of this objection to so-
ciability, missing the thrust of Hirsch’s argument. In describing a sequence of
myths raised by critics of the consumer society, Miller identifies the objection from
sociability in the following terms: “consumption is opposed to sociality since it is
premised on a concern for goods which replaces a previous concern for people.”
(Acknowledging Consumption, New York: Routledge, 1995, p. 23) This “myth” is
a red herring since it fails to acknowledge the role of time, which is at the heart of
Hirsch’s argument.

Summary of

Traumas of Time and Money
in Prosperity and Depression
by Gary Cross

[Published in Time and Money: The Making of Consumer Culture
(London: Routledge, 1993), 128-154.]

At the end of World War I workers in America, Britain, and France fought
for shorter work days and work weeks. It appeared for a time that produc-
tivity gains might be shared with workers in the form of reductions in hours
as well as increases in pay. Yet the movement for shorter hours soon lost its
momentum, and the equation of productivity gains with wage increases be-
came widely accepted, allowing the creation of a mass consumer culture.
This summary analyzes the forces that blocked further reductions in hours
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of work in the 1920s and 1930s, while another paper by the same author,
entitled “The Consumer’s Comfort and Dream” (see Part IV in this vol-
ume), argues that working people actively participated in the formation of
the consumer society during the interwar years.

Choice and Discipline in the Interwar Years

Unions were relatively strong at the end of World War I, and many strikes
demanded an eight-hour day or other reductions in hours. But organized
labor had an ambiguous attitude toward the choice between time and
money. It was more difficult to win reductions in work time than increases
in wage rates because of the increased training and benefit costs, reduced
flexibility in scheduling, and weakened labor discipline involved with
shorter hours. When the labor movement grew weaker after 1919 as a re-
sult of recession and political opposition, the demand for shorter hours was
dropped. During the 1920s, church and business reformers rather than
unions continued the pressure for the eight-hour day in industry.

Lacking organized support for alternatives such as increased leisure, in-
dividual workers could only pursue advancement through wage gains and
the accompanying increase in consumption. In the United States, by far the
wealthiest country of the era, there was one car on the road for every 1.3
families by 1929, most of them paid for on the installment plan. Yet, by
later standards, the consumer culture was barely under way; it was eco-
nomic insecurity and the absence of an alternative, more than creeping con-
sumerism, that drove the bias toward money.

That bias was intensified during the Depression as unemployment be-
came a source of misery and social isolation. The trauma of job insecurity

[T]ended to diminish the value of free time while it reinforced the attrac-
tions of money and the goods that it could purchase. Unemployment dis-
rupted routines and made free time something more to dread than to long
for. It intensified the linkage of status with work, wages, and the goods
that money could buy. [136]

Traumas of Joblessness and the Declining Value of Free Time

Unemployment undermined the value of free time because it destroyed the
routines of work and play. This loss of a work routine was recognized as sig-
nificant by government and philanthropic groups. Work relief programs in
the United States and occupational clubs in Britain were developed with
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the objective of preserving the self-respect and manual skills of the jobless,
while providing a structure for their time. These programs and clubs did
achieve their objectives to a certain extent, but proved to be inadequate
substitutes for work.

Unemployment left many with unstructured free time and the feeling
that they had no right to participate in public leisure time. Existing social
networks and institutions were inadequate to provide for people’s needs,
and so many withdrew into their homes and families. Men found them-
selves thrust into the traditionally female sphere of housework and domes-
ticity, often resulting in conflict or discomfort for both husbands and wives.
The lack of work routines heightened the awareness of status differences
and reinforced the commitment to the values of work and the things that
wages could buy.

Was There Love on the Dole?

Economic hardship was very unevenly distributed during the Depression,
and daily exposure to the co-existing affluent society only increased the hu-
miliation of poverty. Prices dropped faster than hourly wages, so that those
who remained steadily employed were actually better off. Luxury con-
sumption did not fall as quickly as national income; in America sales of new
appliances such as refrigerators continued to grow. Working-class leisure
consumption had an escapist character, including spending on gambling,
sensational films, and cheap magazines.

Spending money was psychologically liberating while its absence was dev-
astating. Resentment of affluence was tempered by identification with those
who could still afford to buy. For men, the lack of money often signified an
inability to play the role of provider; joblessness undermined the traditional
masculine role and sometimes even led to psychosomatic illness. Yet the
sexual division of labor within the household was rarely reversed, even
when married women held jobs while their husbands did not. Families
struggled, often against immense odds, to maintain established images of
respectability and propriety.

The fact that unemployment led to humiliation rather than political ac-
tivism or creative self-realization

[W]as inevitable in a society where, especially for men, free time was a
compensation for work and leisure was inherently dependent upon income
beyond subsistence. Not only was the value of free time diminished and
money endowed with special social power, but commitment to work was
reinforced. [152]
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Summary of

The Insidious Cycle of Work and Spend
by Juliet Schor

[Published in The Overworked American (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 107-137.]

To afford the “good life” of materialism, Americans must work long hours.
Traditional economic analysis suggests that Americans have freely chosen to
work longer to afford high consumption levels. This summary argues that
the traditional analysis is incorrect and that a causal relationship exists be-
tween increasing levels of consumption and the inability of workers to freely
choose their schedules.

Shop ’Til You Drop

Today the average American is consuming twice as much as she did forty
years ago. Increasingly, when people are not at work, they are shopping.
Leisure activities, like visiting museums or national parks, which used to be
free of shopping opportunities are now consumer destinations. Computers,
televisions, and telephones have made households into veritable retail out-
lets, where the desire to buy can be instantly gratified. In conjunction with
such technological innovations, the option to buy on credit has made con-
sumption easy, accessible, and in some cases dangerous to consumers (e.g.,
to those who become debt-ridden shopping addicts).

The United States as a whole has become a wealthier nation in the past
forty years. However, during the 1980s, the material standard of living rose
for the wealthy and dropped substantially for the poor. For those in the
middle, longer hours at work became necessary to maintain their living
standards. The average worker’s real hourly wages declined, so that in the
absence of longer hours of work his/her annual earnings would have
bought less than at the beginning of the 1980s.

Most important, the pursuit of ever higher material standards of living
has eroded the desire for leisure time. Economic growth has resulted in less
leisure time to pursue the “higher” life. Instead, the American worker has
sought meaning and satisfaction through increased consumption.

While consumption increases have improved the material aspects of the
quality of life (especially for poor households), it is not clear that con-
sumption has increased the overall quality of life. For example, the quality
of public life in the areas of safety, education, and community has dimin-
ished. Forty years of increasing consumption has not made the population
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any happier than it was in the 1950s; nevertheless, attachment to con-
sumption and consumerist values has intensified. In fact, since there are al-
ways more desirable goods to be had, consumerism seems to result in dis-
satisfaction with the standard of living at every income level. Even people
who make six-figure salaries complain that they feel poor.

Capitalism’s Squirrel Cage

The crucial period for the formation of modern American consumerism was
in the 1920s, when manufacturers confronted the possibility that once basic
needs were met mass consumption might not follow mass production and
rising productivity levels. In response, business helped create the “Ameri-
can Dream,” a materialistic image of success to which everyone might as-
pire. But for many families, this dream was a moving target, always out of
reach. Households would aspire to one level of material affluence, attain it
and become habituated to it, and then aspire to the next level. The role of
business in promoting this cycle of aspiration and habituation is essential to
understanding the cycle of work-and-spend.

Through advertising, consumer credit, and the concept of the American
dream, business developed the means for its own survival and success. Since
consumer behavior was no longer directed only at satisfying basic needs,
business could fill the American dream with a never-ending supply of lux-
ury needs. For each socioeconomic class, goods were linked by advertising
to needs for self-esteem, status, friendship, and love. As a result, people’s
psychological and social identities were associated with the possession of
goods. Consumption of goods brought short-lived satisfactions, since new
and improved products were continually being developed. For instance, the
business strategy of planned obsolescence promoted consumer dissatisfac-
tion by creating desirable new products that left consumers unhappy with
current possessions.

Trade unionists and social reformers objected unsuccessfully to business’s
campaign to bind the American consumer to the satisfaction of unlimited
wants. These groups recognized that increased consumption levels would
require more income, achieved through more work time, so they argued
that the benefits of productivity increases should be offered in the form of
leisure time so that workers could pursue cultural and spiritual develop-
ment. However, business came to be adamantly opposed to conceding in-
creases in leisure time, preferring long hours and growth in output. Even-
tually, the economic and political power of business prevailed over labor
interests.
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Pitfalls of Consumerism

Consumerism has two significant problems. First, consumerism cannot
bring about long-term satisfaction for all because it promotes the value of
relative consumption. Suppose you buy a large-screen television that is the
first on the block and find it very satisfying for that reason. Your satisfac-
tion with the television diminishes when large screen televisions become
commonplace on your block. Relative consumption concerns the satisfac-
tion derived from comparing what you consume with what others in your
socioeconomic group consume. “Keeping up with the Joneses” is fruitless
because Jones is keeping up with you at the same time. Even if you were to
jump far ahead into a different income bracket, you would find a higher in-
come incarnation of Jones with whom to compete.

The second significant problem with consumerism is that consumption-
based satisfactions are short-lived. Rotary telephones were an improvement
over previous phones, but soon became unsatisfying when touch-tone
phones came on the market. Now simple touch-tone phones are becoming
obsolete as numbers can be preprogrammed into newer phones and “dial-
ing” requires only the press of one button. Luxuries are taken for granted
as we become habituated to the roles they occupy in our daily lives. This
process of habituation explains, in part, why even the wealthy are unsatis-
fied with their lot.

Causes of the Work-and-Spend Cycle

Employer reaction to productivity growth drives the work-and-spend cycle.
When productivity increases, employers offer higher wages and /or longer
hours, rather than leisure time. Increases in wages then initiate consump-
tion cycles. As workers become accustomed to more income and habituated
to new spending patterns, their standards of living change. As a result, ex-
changing income for leisure time becomes undesirable. Thus, attitudes to-
ward consumption come to be determined by the interdependent process
of earning and consuming.

Neoclassical economic theory assumes that workers have control over
their work schedules and that they freely choose higher wages over in-
creases in leisure time. In this view, firms are passive and workers get what
they want. In contrast, various studies show that workers do not have free
choice concerning their work time. By having their schedules dictated to
them, workers become habituated to certain spending patterns that do not
reflect freely chosen behaviors. In effect, workers want what they get, rather



Juliet Schor 49

than get what they want. In a 1978 Department of Labor study, 84 percent
of workers were willing to trade off some or all of future increases in in-
come for additional free time. Yet average hours of work have continued to
increase since then.

The Social Nature of Work-and-Spend

Social and market forces make it difficult to break out of the work-and-
spend cycle. Those who seek part-time work suffer harsh economic penal-
ties, loss of benefits, social alienation, and fewer employment opportunities.
Men and women are bound differently to the cycle of work-and-spend.
Since there are few part-time jobs available for men, most males will be un-
able to obtain managerial, professional, or administrative positions that
provide benefits and high pay. Men cannot leave well-paid full-time em-
ployment for slightly lower paying part-time jobs because there are none.
For women, the transition to part-time labor is less traumatic because
women are already discriminated against in full-time work. But women’s
part-time work offers few avenues to career advancement.

Traditional economics represents human beings through the theoretical
construct of homo economicus—a rational individual whose every action is
designed to maximize his well-being, and whose preferences are organized
around the principle that more is always better than less. Unfortunately,
homo economicus is trapped in a never-ending, vicious cycle of acquisition
because the only way he can think about becoming satiated is to acquire
more goods, and these acquisitions soon leave him dissatisfied and wanting
more. This results in perpetual economic growth, which has dire effects on
the planet’s limited resources. The answer lies in reducing our desires and
limiting our preferences to items that are durable, do not harm the envi-
ronment, and promote a sense of well-being that is not dependent on
trends and fashions.

Instead of craving novelty in consumer goods, we could cultivate attach-
ments to possessions that were high-quality and long-lasting, from clothes
to automobiles to gadgets. We would use things until they wore out, not
until they went out of fashion or we just grew tired of them. Foresight
would be necessary, to avoid new products that ultimately leave us no bet-
ter off. Maybe the Joneses and the Smiths could even cooperate rather
than compete. If they were less concerned about acquiring, the two fami-
lies could share expensive household items that are used only intermit-
tently. [138]
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Work, Consumption, and the Joyless Consumer
by Raymond Benton, Jr.
[Published in Philosophical and Radical Thought in Marketing,

eds. A. Fuat Firat, Nikhilesh Dholakia, and Richard P. Bagozzi
(Lexington: Lexington Books, 1987), 235-249.]

[T]here is little that marketing can do to enhance the quality of life as long
as it is primarily concerned with maximizing the market’s consumption of
goods and services. Indeed, 