A Critique
of the Globhal
Credit Card Societly

“This small book represents an important
application of the socioclogical imagination
to the contemporary marketplace.”

Teresa A. Sullivan, Professor of Sociology and Law,
The University of Texas at Austin




Expressing America

A Critique of the Global Credit Card Society

George Ritzer
The University of Maryland

W
™=

PINE FORGE PRESS
Thousand Oaks ¢« London ¢ New Delhi



Copyright © 1995 by Pine Forge Press

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

For information, address:

Pine Forge Press

ZIE A Sage Publications Company
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320
(805) 499-4224
E-mail: sales@pfp.sagepub.com

Production: Scratchgravel Publishing Services
Designer: Lisa S. Mirski

Typesetter: Scratchgravel Publishing Services
Cover: Lisa S. Mirski

Production Manager: Rebecca Holland

Printed in the United States of America
95 96 97 98 99 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Ritzer, George.

Expressing America : a critique of the global credit card society

/ George Ritzer
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8039-9044-8 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Credit cards—Social aspects—United States. 2. Credit cards—
Social aspects. 3. Consumer credit—United States. 1. Title.
HG3756.U54R56 1995
332.7'65'0973—dc20 94-38142

CIP



Expressing America

A Critique of the Global Credit Card Society



THE PINE FORGE PRESS SOCIAL SCIENCE LIBRARY

What Is Society? Reflections on Freedom, Order, and Change by Earl Babbie
Adventures in Social Research: Data Analysis Using SPSS by Earl Babbie and Fred Halley

Adventures in Social Research: Data Analysis Using SPSS with WINDOWS by Earl Babbie
and Fred Halley

Crime and Everyday Life: Insights and Implications for Society by Marcus Felson
Sociology of Work by Richard H. Hall

Race, Ethnicity, Gender, and Class: The Sociology of Group Conflict and Change
by Joseph F. Healey

The Production of Reality: Essays and Readings in Social Psychology by Peter Kollock

and Jodi O’Brien

Sociological Snapshots: Seeing Social Structure and Change in Everyday Life by Jack Levin
Aging: Concepts and Controversies by Harry R. Moody, Jr.

The McDonaldization of Society by George Ritzer

Expressing America: A Critique of the Global Credit Card Society by George Ritzer
Sociology: Exploring the Architecture of Everyday Life by David M. Newman

Sociology: Exploring the Architecture of Everyday Life (Readings) by David M. Newman
Worlds of Difference: Structured Inequality and the Aging Experience

by Eleanor Palo Stoller and Rose Campbell Gibson

The Pine Forge Press Series in Research Methodswand Statistics
edited by Richard T. Campbell and Kathleen S. Crittenden

Investigating the Social World: The Process and Practice of Research
by Russell K. Schutt

A Guide to Field Research by Carol A. Bailey
Designing Surveys: A Guide to Decisions and Procedures by Ron Czaja and Johnny Blair
How Sampling Works by Caroline Persell and Richard Maisel

Sociology for a New Century
A Pine Forge Press Series edited by Charles Ragin, Wendy Griswold,
and Larry Griffin

How Societies Change by Daniel Chirot

Cultures and Societies in a Changing World by Wendy Griswold
Crime and Disrepute by John Hagan

Gods in the Global Village by Lester R. Kurtz

Constructing Social Research by Charles C. Ragin

Women and Men at Work by Barbara Reskin and Irene Padavic
Cities in @ World Economy by Saskia Sassen




for Sue

to whom my indebtedness (and my love) is endless



About the Author

George Ritzer is an acknowledged expert in the field of social theory and
sociology of work and has served as Chair of the American Sociological
Association’s Sections on Theoretical Sociology and Organizations and
Occupations. A distinguished Scholar-Teacher at the University of
Maryland, Professor Ritzer has been honored with ‘that institution’s
Teaching Excellence award. Two of his most recent books include
Metatheorizing in Sociology (Lexington Press) and The McDonaldization of
Society (Pine Forge Press). His books have been translated into many
languages, including German, Russian, and Spanish.

About the Publisher

Pine Forge Press is a new educational publisher, dedicated to publishing
innovative books and software throughout the social sciences. On this
and any other of our publications, we welcome your comments and
suggestions.

Please call or write to:

Pine Forge Press

A Sage Publications Company
2455 Teller Road

Thousand Oaks, California 91320
(805) 499-4224

E-mail: sales@pfp.sagepub.com



Preface

his is a sociological analysis and critique of the role of credit

cards (and other forms of the transfer of funds electronically)
in the contemporary world. But in another, even more important,
sense it is about a more general process—“the American express”—
a term I use to describe a range of related phenomena that are
sweeping across, and dramatically altering, North America and, in-
creasingly, a large portion of the rest of the world. While many
other American icons mentioned in the pages of this book (the fast-
food restaurant, the theme park, the shopping mall, and so on) are
important components of this “express,” the credit card may well be
the linchpin that holds it all together. The credit card, therefore, is
of particular significance because it is not only an expanding pres-
ence around the world but also an increasingly important means to
all the other components of the American express.

The credit card is also the premier symbol of an American life-
style that much of the rest of the world is rushing to emulate. While
there is much to recommend such a lifestyle, there is another side to
it that is largely ignored. That other side is the rampant expansion of
the consumer culture and its attendant problems—consumerism
and indebtedness, fraud, invasion of privacy, rationalization and de-
humanization, and homogenization stemming from increasing
Americanization. The objective of this book is to use a sociological
perspective to spotlight the dark side of the increasingly global pres-
ence of the credit card, the American express more generally, and
the accompanying lifestyle.

There are many dangers associated with the widespread and in-
discriminate use of credit cards, and innumerable Americans have
personally experienced the devastating effects of these hazards. Such
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difficulties are largely unknown to other, especially younger, Ameri-
cans, as well as to the hundreds of millions in the rest of the world
who are eager to embrace the credit card, the consumer society, and
the American style of life that comes with them. A book devoted
largely to the problems Americans have had with credit cards can
serve to caution those who have not yet experienced such problems,
both in the United States and in the rest of the world.

Another motivation behind this book is that credit cards, and the
problems they pose, cry out for sociological, rather than the more
customary psychological, analysis. In our society, preoccupied with
individual-level analyses of social phenomena, there is a tendency to
think about the problems associated with credit cards, and many
other problems as well, as the result of individual deviance. In con-
trast, this book employs a more sociological approach that deals with
the relationship between individual behavior and larger social
forces. Thus, instead of thinking about credit card fraud as traceable
only to individual criminals, we will also link it to the structure of
the credit card industry. Instead of tracing credit card debt simply to
individuals “addicted” to debt, we will also address the role played
by the credit card industry in encouraging debt, even among college
and high school students. Rather than arguing merely that evil indi-
viduals are invading our privacy, we will also trace that invasion to
the day-to-day operations of the credit card industry. This kind of
sociological perspective is needed to offer a corrective on the ten-
dency to individualize and even medicalize the problems of the
credit card industry (for example, in applying the idea of addiction
to credit card abuse).

This book uses the analysis of credit cards as a “window” on so-
ciety. Credit cards are a key feature of modern society, and an exami-
nation of them allows us to see clearly some of the essential features
of the modern world. In the end, this study of credit cards leads us to
some of the most essential problems in modern society—crime,
debt, threats to privacy, rationalization, dehumanization, and ho-
mogenization. Thus, the credit card is both a key component of the
modern world and a marvelous window into it.

As in an earlier book of mine entitled The McDonaldization of So-
ciety, Expressing America uses sociological theory to illuminate im-
portant social issues. Rather than relying on the work of a single so-
cial theorist (Max Weber) as I did in McDonaldization, 1 found it
useful to employ a number of theoretical perspectives in Expressing
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America, including the theories of C. Wright Mills, Georg Simmel,
Karl Marx, and Max Weber, as well as micro-macro, agency-struc-
ture, and Americanization theories. Although this book is guided by
theory, it, like its predecessor, is accessible and aimed at the general
reader. This is not a theoretical treatise, but an effort to use socio-
logical theory to inform a wide readership about the dangers of
credit cards and the need to take a variety of reform-oriented and
self-protective actions.

Credit cards (like fast-food restaurants) are everyday economic
phenomena that are of great significance to people both materially
and symbolically. These mundane economic phenomena, and the
problems they pose, cry out for sociological analysis. Yet, ironically,
sociologists have not devoted much attention to such seemingly “in-
significant” social phenomena. Instead, they have preferred to deal
with much grander issues, such as capitalism and socialism, or indus-
trial and postindustrial society. In their rush to deal with such grand
abstractions, sociologists have tended to ignore the more mundane
issues that are of far greater significance to people on a day-to-day
basis. Yet it is abundantly clear that the seemingly insignificant
credit card (as well as the fast-food restaurant and similar phenom-
ena) is profoundly changing the social world.

I would like to thank a number of people who reviewed earlier
drafts of this manuscript: Gerri Detweiler (consultant and former
director of Bankcard Holders of America), David Frisby (University
of Glasgow), Mike Gatti (National Automated Clearing House As-
sociation), Tahira Hira (Iowa State University), Sean Kennedy
(Electronic Funds Transfer Association), Peter Kollock (University
of California, Los Angeles), Gianfranco Poggi (University of Vir-
ginia), John Walsh (University of Illinois, Chicago), and Cynthia
Woolever (Midway College). I would also like to thank the Pine
Forge Press staff—Rebecca Holland, Mary Sutton, and Sherith
Pankratz—as well as manuscript editor Rebecca Smith. Also to be
thanked are my invaluable assistants, Allan Liska and Rita Wood;
Jeremy Ritzer, for his skills as an indexer; and a number of my un-
dergraduate students, especially Michael Saks and Meghan Lee.

However, the most important person in helping to shape this
book has been Steve Rutter, editor and president of Pine Forge
Press. Steve is something of a throwback to an earlier era in aca-
demic publishing, when editors actually read the books they pub-
lished. In fact, Steve read several iterations of this book and offered
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useful comments on each. Most important, when I began to lose
sight of what I was trying to accomplish in these pages, Steve helped
me to get back on track. Steve even assisted in the creation of the
title of this book, with its rich multifaceted meanings. Clearly, Steve
has helped to make this a far better book than it otherwise might
have been. I owe him a deep debt.

George Ritzer
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