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2 CHAPTER 1 Economics

PART ONE (38 —#843)
Money: The Almighty Dollar (&%: 7 atft%5T)

Before You Read (& =+l

Table 1.1 Median Family Income
(in today’s dollars)

1960 $ 5,620

1970 8,734
1975 11,800
1980 17,710
1985 23,618
1987 25,986

Source: Bureau of the Census,
Statistical Abstract of the United
States, 1989 (Washington, D.C., 1989),
table 712.

The United States’ economic system, based on the principles of
capitalism, is often said to produce materialistic values in the country’s
citizens, who care too much about money and possessions. In the fol-

lowing reading, the authors discuss briefly the basis of this materialism
and of other American cultural values.

Before you read, think about these questions:
*  Are Americans too concerned with wealth?

* What kinds of attitudes about wealith do people in your own cul-
ture have?

About the Authors (EF{EER)

Conrad M. Arensberg and Arthur N. Niehoff are American anthropolo-

gists and editors of the book Introducing Social Change, from which
this excerpt was taken.
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American Cultural Values
by Conrad M. Arensberg and Arthur N. Niehoff

The rich resources of America, along with the extraordinary growth

of its industrial economy, have brought a widespread wealth of material

00ds such as the world has not seen before. There has been a whole-
le development and diffusion of the marvels of modern comfort—
ift and pleasant transportation, central heating, air conditioning, in-

t hot and cold water, electricity, and laborsaving devices of endless

variety. The high value placed on such comforts has caused industries

to be geared to produce ever greater quantities and improved versions.

Americans seem to feel that they have a “right” to such amenities.

10 Achievement and success are measured primarily by the quantity of
material goods one possesses, both because these are abundant and be-
cause they indicate how much money an individual earns. This material
evidence of personal worth is modified by the credit system; but still,
credit purchases will carry an individual only so far, after which credit

15 agencies will refuse to advance more without evidence of fundamental
wealth.

Since there is little display value in the size of one’s paycheck or
bank account, the average individual buys prestige articles that others
can see: expensive clothing or furniture, a fine car, a swimming pool, an

20 expensive home, or one of the endless variety of devices that may have
other functions but can also readily be seen by visitors—power mowers,
barbeque paraphernalia, television, and stereophonic systems. A per-
son’s status is affected to a secondary degree by his level of education,
type of occupation, and social behavior; but even these qualities seem

25 to be significant only in terms of how much income they help him to
obtain. Thus, a college professor who has earned his Ph.D. will have
less status in the general community than a business executive or film
actor who has no college education but commands a much larger salary.

Excerpted from Conrad M. Arensberg and Arthur N. Niehofl, eds., Introducing Social
Change (Chicago: Aldine-Atherton, Inc., 1971).

i e o e e i e e S N N
e ————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
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Check Your Comprehension (j3i18#2)

1.

According to the authors, how is status achieved in American
culture?

How important is education to a person’s status?
How is status most likely to be exhibited by an average American?

Vocabulary: in Cortext (&4 TXHHHAEN)

1.

Wholesale (line 3) is closest in meaning to:
a. cheap, inexpensive

b. large, unlimited

c. not retail

Amenities (line 9) is closest in meaning to:
a. things that improve one’s life

b. friendships

c. religious beliefs

If something has little display value (line 17), it:
a. has a low price

b. cannot be shown to other people

c. is too small to read

Paraphernalia (line 22) is closest in meaning to:
a. fire

b. food
¢. equipment

Commands (line 28) is closest in meaning to:
a. directs

b. deserves

c. controls

Think About It (B &)

What are some of the “side effects’” of modern comforts?

Why do you think a movie actor has more “status” than a college
professor? Do you think this value is appropriate?

How are attitudes about wealth in your own culture different from
or similar to American ones?

() Which of the following things do you think are prestigious?
Place a check mark on the line next to each one.

(i) Now ask an “average American’ which items he or she finds
prestigious. Place a check mark on each of those lines.
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“AVERAGE
YOU AMERICAN"’
a. Having a Ph.D. in
English
b. Having a Ph.D. in
economics

¢. Owning a bank

d. Owning a flower
shop

e. Hiring a full-time
babysitter ($15,000
per year)

f. Hiring a full-time

housekeeper
(815,000 per year)

g. Eating in a French
restaurant ($50.00)

h. Eating in an
American
restaurant ($50.00)

i. Owning an
American pickup
truck ($25,000)

J. Owning a German
sedan ($25,000)

(iii) How are your choices different from the average American’s?

(iv) Finally, looking at pairs a-b, c—d, etc., would one item of each
pair be considered more prestigious than the other? Since
money is not the most important factor in these choices, what
other factors could influence “prestige’?
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Before You Read (£ = #1#)

Table 1.2 Consumer Credit 1987

number of credit card owners 107,200,000
number of credit cards 841,000,000
dollars spent using credit cards $374,800,000,000
total credit card debt $152,500,000,000

Source: The Nilson Report, HSN Consultants (Los Angeles, 1988).

As table 1.2 shows, many Americans depend on credit to purchase
the things they want. A recent trend in credit has been “gold” credit

cards, which offer the user more services and, some might say, more
“prestige.”

The following article tells of one man’s experience with a ‘“‘prestige”
credit card.

Before you read, think about these questions:

How are most purchases made in your culture (for example, with
cash, checks, credit cards, or some other system)?

* Do you have any credit cards? If not, would you like to?

Glossary (iali0)

Fort Lauderdale City in the state of Florida; the headquarters of the
American Express Corporation are found there.

Toys 5"’ Us Large chain of toy stores

About the Author (EXF (&)

Bob Greene is a journalist who writes for many newspapers and maga-
zines. He has written several books as well.
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Platinum Card
by Bob Greene

He had an embarrassed, furtive sound to his voice. He said he had a

confession to make.

“I got the American Express Platinum Card,” he said. He was refer- ‘
g to the new credit cards that are sold for $250 a year to the top eche- KA
of American Express’s charge-card customers. e

“You really have one?” I sald Ak
“You can’t use my name,” he hurriedly said. “I'm a funeral director,

and it wouldn’t look good for the families around here to think that I'm
spending their hard-earned money on something like the Platinum Card.”

10 I asked him to tell me the whole story. “Start at the beginning,’
I said.

“Well, first I just had the regular American Express green card,” he
said. "I thought that was a pretty good card to have. Then we were at
lunch at Kon-Tiki Ports, and the bill came. | gave the waiter my card. He

15 came back and said, ‘I'm sorry, but it's going to be a while. There’s a
problem with the phone lines, and we have to wait to get verification on
your card.’

“My friend who was with me whipped out his Gold Card. He said,
‘Will we have to wait with this?” The waiter said, ‘No sir/ Right awz; .

20 “They said sir to him. They never said sir to me. I thought, 'Phooey
on this. I need a Gold Card"”

So he applied for one and he got it. American Express’s regular
green cards cost $35 a year; the Gold Cards cost $65 a year. But he fig-
ured it was worth it.

25 Then, earlier this year, he looked at an American Express imprint-
ing machine in a restaurant. There were decals on it showing the regu-
lar green card and Gold Card. But there was a new decal, too: the Plati-
num Card.

“I asked the person at the restaurant about it,” he said. “He told me

30 that the Platinum Card costs $250 a year, and only the very elite of
American Express’s customers could get one.

“I'had to do it. I called American Express and asked how I could get
a Platinum Card. The person on the phone was very snotty about it. The
person said, ‘ We will determine who receives a Platinum Card. You can-

35 not apply for it. You must be invited.’ Very aloof.

“Part of me realized that there is something very warped about a
society that tells you that you can pay $250 for a charge card that has
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a different color to it than your regular charge card—and you actually
want the $250 card anyway.

“But each day I looked in my mail for an invitation. It didn’t come
and it didn't come. I felt brokenhearted. I wasn't good enough for the
Platinum Card. I wondered what [ had done to get American Express
mad at me. .

“Each day I woke up and thought, ‘Maybe this is the day.” Each day
passed, and [ wasn't one of the chosen people.

“But then it happened. In October, it came. The envelope was like
parchment. There were platinum lines all over it. It made me feel like
someone was asking me to marry their daughter.

“l opened it up. [t was an invitation to obtain a Platinum Card. Not
an application—an invitation.

“I sent my check for $250 in. When the card came, it was in an enve-
lope from Fort Lauderdale. This is no kidding—I took it in the bath-
room to open it up. [ didn't want anyone élse afound.

“Inside me, a little voice was saying ‘You're living a double stan-
dard.’ I told the little voice to shut up.

“I had to use it right away. So I went down to a Toys “f1”’ Us store to
buy a video game cartridge for one of my kids. Very casually, I handed
my new Platinum Card to the girl behind the counter.

“All she said is, I'm new here, I've never done an American Express
card before. | have to get the manager.’ The manager came up and he
just processed the card. No big reaction. No bells ringing. People were
standing behind me in line—no reaction from them either. I felt like I
wanted to cry. | had just laid a Platinum Card on them—and nothing.

“I went home and walked in the house with a big smile on my face.
I said to my wife, ‘Guess what I got?’ I whipped out my Platinum Card.
She said, ‘That’s nice, dear.’ ] said, ‘No, honey, you don’t understand. This
is a Platinum Card. She said, ‘Yes, honey. An American Express Card.”

He said it was all downhill from there. So far, there has been virtu-
ally no reaction to the Platinum Card he spent $250 for. Once he took
a friend to lunch, and when he paid for it with his Platinum Card, he
thought he noticed two men at the next table looking over and smiling.

“But after lunch I kept asking myself: Were they smiling or were
they Sjl\jfl,im‘g? Did they think I was one of life’s special few for having a
Platinum Card? Or did they think I was a jerk for putting out $250 for a
credit card?” ‘

In his dark moments, he has had a troubling thought: “I see them
sitting around in the American Express boardroom, and suddenly one
of the big corporate bosses says: ‘I need a new pool in my back yard.

Let’s color some of our cards platinum and see if we get some suckers
to pay $250 for them.” S



