
UCH OF WHAT I

hear on a dailyba-
sis are complaintB
from consumers
about how com-

panies treat them, but there is
rarely much introspection about
what m8kes consumers tick.

Academics, however, are full of
theories about Americans and

then- preoccupation with consump-
tion. With 5 percent of the world's
population, the United States con-
sumes 30 percent of the world's
resources. The average new home
in the United States has doubled
in size since 1970, and shopping
has become a national obsessiori~

Yet no matter how much we buy,
we always seem to want more.

In two new books, Harvard
University lecturer Juliet B.Schor
and Wharton Schoolfellow Jer-

emy Rifkin examine this buycbuy-

buy mentality, albeit from very
different perspectives. They as-
sess some ofthelong-tetm
implications and suggest some re-
sponses. .'

Schor, an economist and senior
lecturer onwomen's studies, takes

, directainla~ the shop-till-you-
. drop consumerculture in an essay
titled "TheNewPoliticsof Con- .

sumption." It's thefeatured article'
in a book of essays from.Beacon
Press Called "Do Americans Shop
TooMuch?" ,

Scho!;",of N'ewton; is the author
of "TheOverwo~kedAn;lerican"

,and "TheOvefspentAn1erican" .

'and draws heavilyon these works .

.iri'!naldngthecase for a dramatic
restrJIcturing of consumer politics.

Sh~ says there is too much aca-
demic emphasis on solving
America's!X'nsumption probleI¥l
by funneling more income to the
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Bruce Mohl

Sprintj,ngto keep up
"with the Joneses .

, ' AmeJ:icanMaterialisI:\1,"says con-
people~ho dont have enough,.and sum~m may not bepl'ettY but it
f~ toolittle focus on the spending beatBthe alternatives. "Faceit:
SIdeof the equation. "Somebody Youare what you consume not
?-eeds to ~ for quality ,oflife, not what you make. You are th~ logo
Jnst quantity of stuff,"she writes.' onyoUrT-shirt," he writes.
, Americans are caught in a Rifkin,president ofthe Foun-

.'competitiveconsumptiontrap, .dation on EconomicTrends in
,Schor saYf!'The):are trying to Wash4tgtdi1andthe author of
keep up WIththe spendinghabitB "The End ofWork" ahd "The Bio-
of the people they meet at work, tech Century',~has a new book .
see on TV,.or read about in the that touches on some of these is-'
Robb Report. This "upscaleemu-sues.
lation,"shesays,sendscreditcard .' , .In "The Age ofAccess: The
balances soaring, harms the envi- New Culture of Hypercapitalism
ronment, cutBthe rate of savings, Where All of Life Is a Paid-For
and saps moneyfrom desei-ving E~ence," Rifkin argUesthat
publicprojectBlike education, ,

parks, and the artB. th: economyand consumers are
Schor doesn't buy,the conven- gomgthrough a fundamental

tional viewthat it's un-American'. ~ge. ~e market-~ased econo-
to interfere with consumer si>end~.- my, m which the go:u18to buy and
ing habitB.S~e favorsgovernment s:~ ~oodsand acqwre property, is
J1tIliciesthat wouldpe~ bad' gMllgwa-r to a.network-based
consumption(green taxes, lu:xury eco~omym whichch~ge is so
taxes, and tighter regulation of rapId that c°?-Bumersmcreasingly
credit) and promote quality of life pay to use things rather thari to
(ad-free zones, retail diversity, oWl!them. ' ,

more familytime). .Automobiles,f<;Jrexample,are
. OtheressayiStBinthebook being!Xansformedfroma goodto

beg to differ. a setvlce as more and more of
Craig-J. Thompson,associate the~ ar: leased. Consumers are

professor ofmar~eting at the Uni~ buymg time-shares rather than
versity of WuiC!>nSin,Says Schor's second homes. .

analysis ~Ilateswith a puritan- Th:re are some holes in this
icalmoralism, understates the .. reasonmg. Auto l~asesand time-
cultural underpinningSof con- shares, for example,are also ways
~umption,and misses the point' for consumers to upscale, to use
that, for !nally,"stuff" is no longer Schor's term, on a limited bank ac-
the Holy Grail of consumerism, count.Why buy a Chevy Cavalier

"Consumers are already pur- when you canlease a BMW?
suing an improvedquality of life What resonated with me, how-
rather than greater quantity of ever, ~ Rifkin's discussionof
stuff,and consumer culture is howour livesare being commer-
right there selling 'it' to them with ~a1ized.,It's not just deSigner
great skill and alacritY,"he says. ~abelsand o~present advertis-

James B. Twitchell,professor .mg.Compames,he says,
of English at the UIiifersity of increasingly talk about going after
Florida and author of "Lead Us 'customershare rather than mar-
Into Temptati~Il:The Triumph of ket share. They practical(y give

. away products.in order'to lock

consumers'into long-term service
, contracts that allow companies to

work then- way into all aspects of
then- customers' lives.

The Disney Co. is a prime ex-
ample,.according to Rifkin. ItB far-
flung business interestB seek to
envelop consumers in a corporate
cocoon of information and enter-

tainment: everything from movies,
theme parks, retail stores, and

. television networks to Cl'Uireships
and planned residential communi-
ties. "You can live your whole life
now with Disney," Rifkin said.

. Rifkin fretB that the drumbeat
of commercialization is sapping
our culture and changing us.

People "think of themselves as
players rather than workers and
prefer others to think of them as
creative rather than industrious,"
he writes. "They think of Disney
World and Club Med as the real

thing, regard the mall as a public
square, and equate consumer sov-
ereignty with democracy."

Car-buying information
Seventeen years ago, Consum-

. erReportB came up With the dealer

invoice price: what an auto dealer
pays the manufacturer for a car. It
p~vided a much better starting
Point for price negotiations than
the manufacturer's suggested re-

taiIprice. ,
But today, the invoiceprice is .

often, misleading. Dealers may re-
ceive additional money back from
the~in the form of
dealer incentives and holdback:s.
As a result, auto dealers can offer a
car ~orinvoice price plus $100 and '

. stillmake a healthy profit.. .
To give consumers a better un-

derstanding of a car's actual cost
to the dealer, Consum!!l' ReportB is
providingwhat it calls wholesale
price information on cars, in effect
invoicepriceminus these behind-
the-scenes subsidies.



JUUETB. SCHOR
HltsshopotilJ.you-dropculture

I" .

S()rnetimesthe difference is
substantial, On a2000Ford Escort
ZX2, the difference betweenin-

,voice andwholesaleprice is $1,859.
ConsumerReports saysthe infor-

,mation is gleanedfrom the
,magazine'sSburcesand is avaiJa'Qle
at wWw.consumerreports.orgor
by calling 800-395-4400.The costis
$12for the first request, $10for
the second.

PaigeAmidon,direitor of auto

price:servicesfor ~nsumer Re... '
pot;ts,cautionsthat the wholesale

, pricedoesn'tcoveradealer'scosts
forsilcJrthings asoverheadand
advertising. 'We're not sayingyou
should be able to buy the car at
wholeSaIe,butit givesyqUastart-
ing point,"she said.

TheNational Automobile Deal-
ers Association,which plans to
start listingfuvoice prices for free
on its Web site this summer,said
ConsumerRepotts' who'lesale

. price isn't worth the money, "It's
~not ameaningful figure for con-
sumers," a spokesmansays.

,'Odds & Ends
II CitIzens CDs - S~jfi P:t'oto-

papaof'Y~ton urges'~onsumers'
to read tlle fineprint when buying

JEREMYRIFKIN ,

Sees major change Inconsumerism

certmcates of aeposit from Citi- .
zensBank.

He and his wife recently re...
ceived a letter from the bank

explainingthat their two CDs were
about to expire; they had a 1O-day
grace perioq to either renew or
cancel, The couple decided to can-
cel on the seventh day of the grace
period. When they got their mon-
ey, they noticed they weren't
credited any interest for the seven-
day grace period, which they
thought was not only unfair but
sleazy.

The fine print of their CD
agreement does state that interest
would not be paid for the grace pe...
riod if the funds are withdrawn.
Protopapa researched what other
banks do and found that all of them
offer some level of interest while

,they hold your money durillg the
grace periqd. "What Citizens does
is an arbitrary taking of capital for
a period of time," he said.

. Morerestaurant scores. I can't

seen'rtO get enough of the City of
BostonWeb site (www.mayorsfood
court.com) that serves up restau-
rant health-inspection scores. On
my latest check, these scores
caught my eye:

The 21st Amendment on Bow-
doinStreet, where Beacon Hill
lawmakers have a drink in between

votes, scored 69 (out of a possible
100) on its surprise inspection;

Also, Bay Tower Room at 60
State St., 76; Grill 23 at 151 Berke...
ley St., 76; and Souper Salad at 75
Federal St., 68.

Bruce Mold is a rru3'YI1.berofth.€
Globe staff. He can be reacMd at
617-474-2510,by e-mail at rnohl
@globe.oom, or at Th.€,Boston
Globe, P.O. Box 2378,Boston, MA .
02107-2378.


