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And everywhere, through the immortal dark, something
moving in the night, and something stirring in the hearts of
men, and something crying in their wild unuttered blood,
the wild unuttered tongues of its huge prophecies—so soon
the morning, soon the morning: O America.

Thomas Wolfe, The Web and the Rock
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Introduction

THE QUESTION OF MORAL RESTRAINT

ORK BECKONS. Money talks. Like a mysterious force, the

economy waxes and wanes. It flourishes by following its

own logic—seeking new markets, new opportunities for
profits. So say the experts. Are beliefs and values relevant? Of course—
but as ways to legitimate this incessant expansion. Advertising is thus
a way to encourage consumers to buy more. Corporate subcultures ply
bureaucrats with better reasons to put the company first. The Protes-
tant ethic is relevant if it encourages workers to work harder. The
American Dream promotes the endless pursuit of more prestigious ca-
reers and a more comfortable life.

The argument I wish to develop in this book is just the opposite. It
suggests that economic commitments are embedded in moral frame-
works, and that these frameworks significantly restrain our economic
behavior. People may work hard, but they do not work all the time.
And when they are asked to work longer hours, or to increase their
level of productivity, or to take on dehumanizing or overly stressful
responsibilities, they sense that something is wrong. People may want
money and material possessions, but they are unwilling to do just any-
thing to realize these wants. They may be driven by the needs of their
families to make tough economic choices, but they have ways to distin-
guish these choices from the ends they were meant to serve. They cre-
ate space in their thinking for family commitments that cannot be re-
duced to economic considerations. Their sense of community, and the
importance they attach to having a respectable identity within their
community, may lead them to pursue certain economic goals. But peo-
ple limit these pursuits long enough to behave in neighborly and in
charitable ways.

As an example, consider a man in his late thirties, an entrepreneur at
the height of his career. He lives frugally but has accumulated consid-
erable wealth. He budgets his time, recognizing its monetary value.
And he focuses so much of his attention on his work that we might
think being a successful businessman was the sole aim of his life. Yet,
were we to pay closer attention to this man, we would see that his
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carefully orchestrated daily schedule also calls for an extended period
of reading and meditation. He devotes his evenings to the arts. And he
is intensely involved in community affairs. Thinking him interested in
nothing but work and money, we would be surprised to learn that only
a few years later he retires from his business to pursue a life of philan-
thropy, science, and politics.

Readers will perhaps recognize the identity of this man: Benjamin
Franklin. Though he has been considered the epitome of the Protestant
work ethic, Franklin illustrates how the pursuit of work and money are
restrained by moral commitments deeply ingrained in his character.
These commitments did not prevent him from working hard or from
accumulating wealth. They did not keep him from contributing enor-
mously to the economic progress of our nation. But they did, paradox-
ically, give work and money added meaning by making them less than
the ultimate end of life itself.

The American Dream is a moral framework. It encourages people to
work hard, giving them hope that their work will be rewarded. Sim-
plistic understandings make it out to be little more than a materialistic
value system, holding forth the prospect of a high-paying job, a com-
fortable home in the suburbs, and opportunities for one’s children. But
closer consideration of the American Dream, I shall argue, shows it to
be much more than this. It supplies understandings about why one
should work hard and about the value of having money, but it does so
in a way that guards against money and work being taken as ends in
themselves. It creates mental maps that allow distinctions to be drawn
between economic behavior and other commitments. It draws deeply
on implicit understandings about the family, community, and the sa-
cred. It comes in many varieties, reflecting different ethnic, religious,
regional, and occupational subcultures. But its core assumptions tran-
scend these subcultures.

During most of our nation’s history, this dominant paradigm served
us well. It reconciled our economic pursuits with a commitment to
basic human values. It provided an integrating set of assumptions
about the nature of work and money. It gave us a reason to work hard
and to expect this work to pay off. It anchored our sense of the value of
money. It showed us how work and money contributed to the realiza-
tion of personal, family, community, and spiritual values. It reinforced
the incentive structure undergirding our nation’s businesses and
schools. And it defined major policy debates about economic growth,
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the nation’s place in the world, and the role of government in economic
affairs.

This consensus was clearly in evidence at the start of the nineteenth
century when America was just beginning its long period of agricul-
tural and industrial expansion. It found expression in the writings and
speeches of popular theologians, literary figures, and moralists of the
day. But for the most part it was simply taken for granted. It gave us an
implicit definition of the American Dream, allowing us to focus on the
business at hand without having to think very often or very deeply
about what we were pursuing, or why.

By the end of the nineteenth century a significant alteration in the
American Dream was taking place. New scientific conceptions of work
and money were being advanced by political economists, making it
more difficult to integrate moral considerations into formal discussions
of economic life. Work and money became more intimately linked to
each other, but farther removed from those conceptions of the human
spirit that had once constrained them. Still, the American Dream lived
on in the popular mind, drawing much of its strength from established
communities of faith, from local neighborhoods and settlements of new
immigrant groups, and from a growing sense of professionalism. It
continued to legitimate hard work and to validate the place of work
and money in relation to other human aims and aspirations.

Even today, much of the moral strength embedded in the American
Dream remains intact. To think of it as a moral framework, however,
has become less common. Much of the recent literature uses the term to
mean little more than the desire to own a home or to frame arguments
about the aspirations of minority groups for economic equality. Econ-
omistic thinking dominates discussions of work and money, while
questions of moral commitment, character, and human values seem
more difficult to relate to economic behavior.

Signs of erosion in the moral meanings once supplied by the Ameri-
can Dream are in fact everywhere. An overwhelming majority of
Americans say their work is enormously meaningful and fulfilling, and
yet they also feel pressured, dissatisfied, and uncertain about how their
work fits in with the rest of their lives. Average family incomes for
most Americans have edged up steadily during the past four decades,
reaching record highs, but money still seems to be in short supply.
People worry not only about having money, but also about the fact that
they are worried in the first place. They don’t know how to think about
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it or talk about it. Getting money sometimes seems more like playing
the lottery than the outcome of rational effort. Consumerism still dom-
inates our spending habits, but growing numbers of Americans worry
about the blight of materialism and confuse marketing experts by giv-
ing mixed signals about quality, price, and value. Business leaders have
started throwing organization charts and cost-benefit calculations out
the window in favor of talk about “values management” and “corpo-
rate cultures.” Ethicists argue that a radical shift in incentive structure
must be made to head off repeat performances of the financial scandals
that rocked the nation in the 1980s. Educators ponder the improbable
task of gearing the schools for greater technological competitiveness,
on the one hand, while trying to bring values more actively back into
the curriculum, on the other hand. National policy debates seem in-
creasingly to be caught up in a permanent stalemate over the promo-
tion of economic growth versus the implementation of social programs.

But can all this really be taken as evidence that the old consensus is
breaking down? Or is it merely a hodge-podge of unrelated, perhaps
even insignificant, developments? Consider the following. A nationally
prominent team of journalists (say, from CBS or Newsweek) venture out
to Centerville, Iowa, to find out how the typical American is faring
these days. They spend time with the Gormans and the Ishkowitzs. The
Gormans are prospering like never before, both spouses working hard
at professional careers. The Ishkowitzs aren’t faring as well: they're
employed but have to watch what they spend and defer major pur-
chases. Much of the write-up sounds familiar. It deals with trends in
disposable income, inflation, unemployment, and consumer credit. But
the story also has an unexpected twist. The Gormans aren’t trying to
decide whether to buy stocks or real estate; they’re considering cutting
their jobs back to half time so they can plant a garden, play with the
kids, and work with a local environmentalist group. The Ishkowitzs
aren’t just making it by shopping for bargains, working overtime, and
squirreling away their nickels; they’re holding their lives together by
inviting the neighbors over and by attending church. Trivial? On the
surface it would perhaps seem so. But decisions such as this, amplified
nationwide and implemented amidst a much louder chorus of an-
guished questioning of personal values, add up to something profound.

The relationship between economic life and the quest for deeper
human values, I shall argue, is becoming increasingly problematic. On
the one hand, the work we do, the money we make, and the things we
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buy all remain very much at the heart of the American Dream. They are
the fundamentals, the stuff of which life itself is composed. It is hard to
imagine what life would be like if we did not have work, did not strug-
gle to earn money, and did not have material things to purchase. Yet,
on the other hand, these economic commitments seem increasingly to
get in the way of other needs that cry out from the depth of our souls:
the need to cultivate intimate relationships with our families, the desire
to be part of a caring community, the quest for spirituality and truth,
and, perhaps most of all, the longing to know ourselves better and to
grow as persons. As a result, we experience an internal tension be-
tween the material side of our lives and what in an earlier time was
called the human spirit. For some of us, it is little more than a tug pull-
ing at our conscience when we get home from work too late to tuck the
children into bed. For others of us, it becomes a raging war within
ourselves. It seizes our attention, forcing us to question our basic com-
mitments. How should we live? How much should we work? How
much money do we really need? What goals are we trying to accom-
plish anyway?

In recent years this tension has been aggravated by pressures in the
workplace, by the state of the economy, and by profound changes in
the society at large. Slower economic growth means heightened com-
petition for good jobs and promotions. Even the more fortunate feel
compelled to work longer hours and complain of diminished free time.
For the vast majority of women now in the labor force, career opportu-
nities and disposable incomes have expanded, but workplace demands
raise new questions about relationships with spouses and place heavy
burdens on those who try to maintain parental responsibilities. In an
economy dependent largely on consumer goods and services, advertis-
ing and commercialism also impose rising demands on family budgets,
and these budgets are already strapped by high taxes, credit-card debt,
mortgage payments, and numerous nondiscretionary expenditures.

At a time when income levels for many people have reached record
highs, a growing number of people are thus feeling sufficiently pres-
sured to question whether economic success is enough. Some bury their
heads, denying that enough is enough, and insist that even more eco-
nomic success is all that matters. Others magnify economic pressures to
the point that no time is left to think of anything else. And yet, good
jobs, meaningful careers, and adequate salaries notwithstanding, a per-
sistent restlessness appears evident. Increasingly people are asking:
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What else does life have to offer? How can I balance my job and my
family? Is it possible to be successful and have a life too?

The reason these questions are being voiced with increasing ur-
gency, though, is not simply that they have been forced upon us by
economic conditions. To assume that it is, in fact, is still to take the old
paradigm for granted, rather than realizing the full extent to which it
has fallen into question. The old consensus would suggest, for exam-
ple, that both the Gormans and the Ishkowitzs are still fundamentally
pursuing the American Dream. Its defenders would argue that eco-
nomic prosperity for the Gormans had reduced the marginal utility of
additional income, causing them to shift their utility function in the
direction of greater free time. The Ishkowitzs, in contrast, are probably
victims of a recession or a temporary realignment in the labor force.
Their decision to postpone major purchases constitutes “rational” be-
havior under the circumstances. Their interest in neighbors and church
is probably a reversion to a kind of barter economy in which shared
tasks can take the place of cash payments. Note, however, that these
arguments fail to say anything about the struggle both families are hav-
ing trying to decide how to live their lives. The issue is not simply
economic, but moral, having to do with personal decisions about basic
human values.

These questions carry enormous implications for public policy but lie
largely outside the realm of policy deliberations themselves. Policy-
makers can try to stimulate economic growth, provide programs for
the disadvantaged, and keep taxes at levels amenable to private invest-
ment and consumption. But what people do with their time and money
is up to them. The role of public policy is only to guarantee the freedom
to make individual choices in these areas. As long as these choices are
lawful, policy does not attempt to make these choices for us.

The private sector of course flourishes on this freedom, incessantly
turning it into new markets for goods and services. But it too offers
little positive guidance in how to lead our lives. Especially when the
choices are not between one product and another but concern how
much of our lives to devote to economic pursuits at all, the guidance of
the private sector is more likely to be a hindrance than a help.
Workplace incentives are structured to make us work harder, not to
make us take more time off. Financial advisers are in business to help
us invest our money, not to decide against trying to make it in the first
place. Indeed, the advice we receive on all sides encourages us to think
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in economic categories, rather than giving us ways to transcend these
categories. It comes through the mass media, telling us to prefer one
brand to another, but fundamentally to spend our money on some-
thing. It comes through educational programs that challenge us to pre-
pare for better careers. And it comes through the workplace itself in
encouragement to be more productive and competitive.

Where then do we find the encouragement to cut back, to keep our
work commitments within bounds, to curb our wants, to abide by rig-
orous ethical standards, to take more time for ourselves? Where do we
turn for support in trying to cultivate the deeper, historically cherished
values of the human spirit? These choices lie in the nether world of
obscurity—except when advertisers attempt to package them as eco-
nomic goods, such as exercise equipment, health clubs, cruises, and
movies. The pressure is still to spend our money on consumer goods,
not to limit our involvement in the economic sphere entirely.

Few of us would nevertheless doubt the importance of being able to
make choices governed by something other than economic considera-
tions alone. No price can be put on beauty or truth or happiness. No
career is worth sacrificing our integrity for, and no fortune can guaran-
tee our self-esteem or our children’s well-being. These are high values
that transcend the economic life in any society. Some of them can per-
haps be obtained more easily by those who work hard in their jobs and
who earn handsome livings. But they are also values that at some point
require us to limit our economic pursuits.

The stakes are very high, individually and collectively. On the one
hand, economic realities are so intertwined that our very way of life
seems to depend on ever-expanding markets, on creating new jobs, on
promoting higher productivity in those jobs, on learning new skills,
and on stimulating consumers to purchase the goods and services we
produce. On the other hand, what have we gained if economic prosper-
ity is bought at the price of our fundamental human needs?

The aim of this book is to demonstrate that Americans must recover
a moral language in which to bring their deeper human values directly
to bear on their economic decisions. For much of the past century we
have bracketed most of our values out of these considerations, letting
economistic thinking, consumerism, and narrow concerns about prof-
itability, efficiency, “getting ahead,” and “making it” dominate our
collective thought processes. That bracketing served us very well. It
contributed to a high standard of living. It promoted industrial and
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technological expansion. It simplified our lives, allowing us to proceed
much more efficiently than if we had to think more deeply about what
we were doing. But those days are over. We know they are when we
hear the cold facts being presented again and again about the ill effects
of our way of life on the physical environment. We realize it in a way
that is perhaps even more difficult to deny when we see ourselves
suffering health problems because of too many responsibilities at
work, when we experience increasing stress on the never-ending lad-
der to material success, when our spouses and children receive less of
our attention than they deserve, when ethical shortcuts come to be the
best way to get ahead, and when we simply have trouble focusing our
attention on anything but what we do at work and what we see on
television.

There is mounting evidence that Americans are beginning to think
seriously about how to bring values back into the center of their lives.
All across the country, churches and synagogues are drawing people to
workshops on how to apply their faith in the workplace. Self-help
groups for workaholics and compulsive shoppers are trying to rein in
materialistic addictions. Men’s groups are voicing questions about the
relationships between careers and families. Women’s groups have
been addressing the same issues for some time. In countless corporate
boardrooms, seminars are being given about humanizing the work-
place. Colleges and universities are sponsoring new programs in ethics
and values. Teachers and parents are struggling to find ways to bring
values back into the curriculum.

The question that must be asked, however, is whether the current
quest for values will make any difference. Will it affect the ways in
which Americans comport themselves economically? Or will it simply
be a “side show,” pursued in our leisure time or when we are young,
but forgotten when the chips are down? Posed another way, can eco-
nomic commitments be reintegrated into the wider social practices that
have long been a source of collective values in our society? Or will
these commitments continue to be dominated by cost-benefit calcula-
tions that fail to answer any of the fundamental questions about how
our work and money contribute to the realization of our dreams?

Instead of adding to the long series of discussions of how we must
reform our economic aspirations, then, the present argument requires
us to pay close attention to the ways in which people already think
about their work, their money, their consumer behavior, and the rela-
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tionships between these commitments and other parts of their lives,
such as their families, their ethical orientations, their communities, and
their religious faith. The problem is not that people are simply over-
worked and strapped for money. If that were the problem, some
straightforward adjustments in the incentive structure of the workforce
itself might be sufficient to get people to scale back their commitments
and desires. These are symptoms rather than the underlying problem. It
is important that we understand how serious they are, for much of the
public rhetoric voiced by business leaders and politicians ignores them
entirely. And yet they must not be framed strictly in economic terms.

Much of the problem our society faces today in trying to bring its
economic commitments back into alignment, I shall try to show, is
rooted in the way we think, that is, in the moral frameworks we use in
ordering our priorities and deciding how to lead our lives. Work is not
something devoid of values, separated from the rest of our lives. It
could never be that. The fact is that most Americans are deeply com-
mitted to their work. They find it meaningful and derive personal ful-
fillment from it. The same is true of money. Even our material goods
are fraught with meaning. What does this suggest? Are values already
an integral part of our economic commitments? Yes and no. They are in
that these commitments are seldom ends in themselves or means sim-
ply to attain other economic ends. Work, money, and the goods we buy
have meaning because they are connected to a substratum of thinking
about individual freedom, personal growth, devotion to family, the re-
alization of variety, and a whole variety of other seldom-stated aims
and aspirations. But values are still seldom fully integrated into our
thinking about these commitments. We live out our work lives with a
kind of “work self” that provides temporary meaning, but we compart-
mentalize our work from many of the other values we hold dear. The
same is true of money. It is the means to attain our values, we tell
ourselves, but how we think about it is often so poorly formulated that
we consider it a deep mystery.

It is for this reason that I insist on the importance of moral language.
The quest for values has too often been framed in meaningless general-
ities. Parents and schoolteachers talk about bringing values back into
the classroom. College administrators discuss the collapse of a “value-
free” approach to the sciences and social sciences. Marketing experts
champion a new approach to their trade called “value marketing.”
What do these words mean? Usually little more than the fact that people
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have preferences (biases, when conceived negatively). The current cri-
sis of values hinges on the simple fact that we have no basis on which
to make these choices. Calling for more attention to values is merely to
identify the problem. To move positively toward its resolution requires
paying closer attention to the way in which choices are actually made.

How we choose lies basically in the realm of morality. This is an
old-fashioned word, relegated mostly to questions of such dubious
gravity as whether to cheat on exams or have sexual intercourse before
marriage (or both). But the need to restrict our economic appetites is as
important as the need to curb permissive sexuality. Everywhere we see
the ill effects of material promiscuity—in the greed that plagued bro-
kerage houses and that cost taxpayers billions in bailing out gutted
savings and loan companies, in the career stress that results in alcohol-
ism and broken families, in the incessant consumerism that has itself
become the consumer of our nation’s youth, and in the daily stress and
strain that stems from overwork. The costs to ourselves, our children,
and our society are enormous.

And yet little attention has been devoted to the moral arguments we
must make in order to restrain our economic passions. The culture tells
us to be responsible, to work hard, to earn as much money as we can,
and not to bend the rules (unless we can get away with it). It provides
us with few legitimate reasons for restricting our material pursuits.
Short of having a heart attack, the commonest excuses for not devoting
all our energies to the grindstone and the counting house are that we
lack the necessary talent or admit to being lazy. In the land of opportu-
nity, not trying to be as successful as we can be is often a source only of
shame.

Thinking morally about our commitments to material pursuits, on
the one hand, and to higher values, on the other hand, is not something
we know very well how to do. As public discourse has shifted increas-
ingly toward politics, consumerism, and narrow contentious defini-
tions of personal morality, we have lost touch with an important seg-
ment of our cultural heritage. For we do have a strong, but neglected,
tradition of argumentation about the moral limits of the economic life.
It is a heritage embedded deeply in our religious institutions, but one
that is also profoundly a part of our literary and artistic traditions. It is
a heritage that in the eyes of many contemporary observers needs des-
perately to be rediscovered.
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To do this, some would perhaps argue that all we need do is recon-
sider the classic arguments of the nineteenth-century moralists, re-
minding ourselves of what they had to say about the limits of economic
life, and applying these arguments to our own situation. But normative
appeals of this kind are not likely to be compelling unless they coincide
with our basic assumptions about how the world actually works. If life
is fundamentally governed by economic laws and the principles of self-
interest, as we are so commonly taught to believe, then arguments
about moral restraint in the name of high values are likely to be re-
garded as idealistic at best and whimsical at worst.

For this reason, we need to begin not by appealing to the moralistic
arguments of the past but by reconsidering our present assumptions
about work, money, and material goods from the ground up. We need,
moreover, to do this not by engaging in recondite debates with arm-
chair economists about the premises of their models but by listening to
people to find out how they actually live their lives. Only by listening
to the ways in which people make sense of their lives can we discover
the integral relationship—the relationship we all sense intuitively from
our personal experience—between the material realm and our commit-
ments to the human spirit.
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PART ONE

THE UNREALIZED AMERICAN DREAM
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Chapter One

HAVING IT ALL—AND WANTING MORE:
THE SOCIAL SYMPTOMS
OF CULTURAL DISTRESS

HEN MARK LATHAM graduated from college, he had no
Widea what he wanted to do next. Like many other young

people with talent and good credentials, he decided to max-
imize his options by getting into something where he could make a lot
of money. That meant Wall Street. Within two years, Mark was a suc-
cessful analyst negotiating leveraged buyouts for a major corporate fi-
nance firm. Now, at age 26, he works for another firm arranging financ-
ing for huge real estate deals. Handling sales in the $400 million range
has become routine. He knows he could become enormously successful
if he really tried. He says, “It'd be great to be famous, having every-
body wanting to talk to you, going to interesting parties, not having to
worry about money, traveling, living in a nice home.”

But Mark Latham is not so sure this is the life he wants. “Someday,
our planet’s going to be a speck of dust,” he muses, “so what’s the point
of making a lot of money?” He fears he will spend his whole life trying
to fill it up with possessions, only to have someone ask, “Did you really
make a difference? Did you give a little more than you took? Or did
you just take a lot?” He is no visionary, but he wants to be remembered
as a decent person who left the world a little better than he found it.

John and Mary Phelps, both age 30, have achieved a comfortable
standard of living compared with most Americans. After finishing his
MBA, John moved up the corporate ladder in various finance and mar-
keting positions in Minneapolis. Mary runs her own graphic design
business. They own their home and have enough money to buy most of
the things they want. Both find their work intellectually stimulating
and see a rosy economic future ahead.

They do not aspire to the fast track, but even in the driving lane they
have discovered more pressure and frustration than they ever imag-
ined. Recently John gave up his marketing position because of sixty-
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plus-hour weeks, back stabbing, and office politics, only to find himself
in a job with grueling deadlines and endless paperwork. He says he
comes home and just screams to relieve the tension. Mary feels the
pressure, too, especially when clients insist she work evenings and
weekends. She wants to have children but fears she will not have time
to be a good mother. Both would like to play a more positive role in
their community—developing environmental projects and helping the
disadvantaged. They are uncertain whether they will ever realize these
dreams.

RETHINKING THE AMERICAN DREAM

Throughout much of our nation’s history people pursued the Ameri-
can Dream by trying to attain high-paying jobs, working hard to be-
come materially successful, and striving for an economically comfort-
able life. But to a growing number of Americans, the life envisioned
in this dream is no longer enough. Having moved securely into the
professional-managerial class, they want more than simply an above-
average standard of living. Working harder just to climb the corporate
ladder and acquire more economic resources no longer seems as ap-
pealing as it once did. Instead, concerns are being expressed with
increasing frequency about the ill effects of working too hard, of sub-
jecting oneself to relentless job pressures, and of becoming focused so
single-mindedly on material pursuits that other human values are ne-
glected. People are now reconsidering the benefits of family life, com-
munity service, spiritual pursuits, and self-realization, in opposition to
the search for material success alone.

“The New American Dream,” writes family sociologist Arlene
Skolnick, “mixes the new cultural freedoms with many of the old
wishes—marital and family happiness, economic security, home own-
ership, education of children.”” But, she cautions, there are more twists
and turns to be faced. In part, this is because economic conditions
themselves may provide fewer opportunities than they did in the past.
But it is even more a result of uncertainty about what the American
Dream should include.

Observers assess the current mood with differing emphases but
agree that serious rethinking of the American Dream is taking place.
Increasingly, writes Graham Hueber of the Gallup Poll, “Americans
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[are] seeking more personal satisfaction through recreation, family
life, friends, religion, and a search for meaning in life—not through
work.”? There is “a great craving,” notes a leading business maga-
zine, for a slower pace and the time just to relax and do other things
besides work.’ Finding how to do this might even make our work more
productive, counsel the editors of another magazine, because “the
human spirit, strangely and wondrously made, always turns out to be
a surprise.”*

As the lives of people like Mark Latham, John and Mary Phelps, and
millions of others demonstrate, however, economic aspirations and the
demands that go with them are seldom easy to escape. In all periods
the great sages and social visionaries hoped for a better way. Aristotle
predicted a time when people could expend a minimum of energy
working, saving most of their time for reflection and pleasure. Centu-
ries later, the explorers who came to American shores envisioned a
land of plenty in which the toil and drudgery of the past could be for-
gone.” But, for all the industrial and technological advancement that
has happened since then, these dreams have failed to be realized.

Even the more prosperous members of our society find themselves
beleaguered to the point of exhaustion with economic commitments. In
one sense, they have everything—talent, connections, opportunity,
prosperity, freedom from back-breaking labor, the ability to live se-
curely and comfortably—but they clearly want more. Economic well-
being is only a means to realizing the other aspirations they hold more
dearly. Indeed, it is a means that sometimes gets in the way of these
other aspirations. The economic portion of their lives seems to be ever
on the move, expansive, demanding, threatening to encroach on every
other realm of their lives. And so they struggle to find legitimate ways
in which to restrain their economic commitments, still feeling the need
to work hard, but also experiencing high levels of stress, periodic burn-
out, and the constant desire to achieve greater fulfillment.

The ambivalence toward economic commitments that seems to char-
acterize a growing number of middle-class Americans has been ex-
pressed well in a recent book by psychologist Sam Keen. Reflecting on
his own ambivalence, Keen writes, “I don’t know who I would be with-
out the satisfaction of providing for my family, the occasional intoxica-
tion of creativity, the warm companionship of colleagues, the pride in
a job well done, and the knowledge that my work has been useful to
others.” Keen’s devotion to his work, however, is plagued by unease
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about the price of this devotion. He adds, “But there is still something
unsaid, something that forces me to ask questions about my life that
are, perhaps, tragic: In working so much have I done violence to my
being? How often, doing work that is good, have I betrayed what is
better in myself and abandoned what is best for those I love? How
many hours would have been better spent walking in silence in the
woods or wrestling with my children?”

Such questions of course are not popular in many circles. If there is
anything wrong with the American Dream, say the politicians and cor-
porate analysts, it is that most people are not pursuing it hard enough.
Sagging productivity, inflated salaries, long lunch breaks, padded ex-
pense accounts, lax supervision, too little interest in doing the job well,
an education system that provides inadequate training in technical
skills—these are the problems. Not a rapacious economic system that
extracts too much from its workers. Even to suggest that economic
commitments may need to be reined in is to fly in the face of most
conventional wisdom. Yet a growing body of evidence demonstrates
clearly that the vast majority of Americans who have achieved a com-
fortable level of economic well-being are experiencing the pressures of
work and monetary commitments so acutely that they wonder how to
make room for the more basic human values these commitments were
once intended to achieve.

WORKING HARDER

Long hours on the job signal the first line across which material pur-
suits embark in their relentless quest for a greater share of our lives.
Compared with the Japanese, the American worker has often been
made to feel like an outright shirker. Faltering national competitive-
ness in world markets has been blamed on the U.S. worker taking too
many holidays and vacations, watching too much television, cutting
hours, and idling the time away while on the job. The Japanese, critics
point out, work longer hours each week and take fewer vacations.
Americans also fall behind their German counterparts, apparently val-
uing free time at the expense of the national economy. These accusa-
tions square well with other impressions of American society: that it is
devoted increasingly to leisure and relaxation, that the decline of agri-
culture and heavy industry has led to a more humane life for the aver-
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age worker, and that the proverbial work ethic nurtured by Puritan
strictness has long been on the decline. But portraying the American
worker in this manner is to engage in a massive deception.

Statistics on the average workweek did register substantial declines
(about 10 percent each decade) between 1900 and 1940. Since then,
however, the workweek has remained remarkably stable. It does so,
moreover, when estimates of holidays, paid vacations, and sick leaves
are taken into account. Comparative figures from other countries also
show that workers in countries such as Japan and Germany put in
about the same number of hours as American workers when actual
time in similar-sized companies is considered, and that working hours
in many other advanced industrialized countries have been declining
in contrast with those in the United States.”

Labor statistics show that the typical hourly worker in the United
States still receives wages for a workweek of approximately forty
hours. What these figures mask, however, is the fact that an increasing
number of people—who are not paid by the hour—generally work
longer. At present, approximately 40 percent of all men in the U.S.
labor force put in more than forty hours a week at their jobs—and a
quarter put in more than fifty hours. Among women, the figures are
still somewhat lower, but at least one woman in five works outside the
home more than the standard forty hours. These figures are even
higher in professional and managerial occupations and reach the high-
est levels among married men and women—precisely those whose
time is likely to be fullest with other responsibilities, such as child-
rearing.® The fact that many Americans take their work home with
them, mulling it over while they watch television or mow the grass,
also means that official estimates give a distorted picture. One national
study found that one American in three thinks about his or her work a
lot outside of the workplace itself.” Some evidence also indicates that an
increasing share of the American workforce is now required to work
evenings and weekends, rather than being able to restrict their jobs to
the conventional “nine-to-five” working day."

The most substantial increase in the typical workweek has come
from more and more women participating in the labor force. When the
workweek for individual workers is counted, this fact is missed. But for
most people, the relevant fact of life is that they and their spouse both
work now, whereas a generation ago only one spouse was likely to be
employed outside the home. In 1950, for instance, only 37 percent of all
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women between ages 25 and 54 were gainfully employed, meaning
that the typical household contributed about forty hours a week to the
labor market, or if this 37 percent were averaged in, no more than
about fifty-five hours. By comparison, 81 percent of all women in this
age-group are now employed, meaning that the typical household in-
volves dual careers, or at least eighty hours a week on the job."! When
work from all these various sources is taken into consideration, some
estimates suggest that per capita involvement in the labor force may on
average be as much as an extra month per year, compared with only
two decades ago."”

As a result, large numbers of the American public complain of hav-
ing too little time to do anything but work. According to one recent
survey, 48 percent of the U.S. labor force say they have too little time to
spend with their spouse, and 39 percent say they have too little time for
their children. Thirty-two percent of those polled felt they had to spend
too much time working.”” In my survey, 66 percent of the labor force
said the statement “I'm working harder than I did five years ago” de-
scribed themselves very well or fairly well. One person in two (52 per-
cent) said the same about the statement “I wish I could work fewer
hours than I do.”™*

In another national survey 41 percent complained of having too little
time to spend with their families, and three-quarters said they sleep
fewer than eight hours a night; indeed, four people in ten sleep only six
hours a night or less."” And, while many adults may feel this is the only
way to get everything done, research is beginning to document its seri-
ous negative consequences. As one writer observes, “Evidence is mount-
ing that sleep deprivation has become one of the most pervasive health
problems facing the U.S.”' Many people, it appears, might agree. In
my survey, 48 percent said the statement “I should get more sleep than
I do” described them very well or fairly well.”

Despite the fact that leisure time is probably more abundant than it
was a century ago, many people are thus pressured to find enough
time to relax or pursue any of their other interests. With both spouses
working, less time is left over to care for children or engage in commu-
nity activities. Even with labor-saving devices such as household appli-
ances, and the growing availability of professional services, people find
that much of their free time must be spent maintaining these labor-
saving devices, traveling to and from work, and doing routine house-
hold and personal chores.
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“The hours are a real pain in the ass,” says Jena Forsythe, 29, a New
York securities trader who specializes in Japanese equities and bonds.
At work every morning by seven-thirty, she spends at least five eve-
nings a week at the office in order to be in contact with her counterparts
in Tokyo. In eight years, she has found little time to pursue personal
relationships, let alone get married or think about having children. Yet,
even without these commitments, she finds it virtually impossible to
do the things she needs to do for herself. “Like, this morning I'm think-
ing, oh my God, I do not have an ironed blouse in my apartment and
somehow I've got to figure out how to get my blouses ironed so that I
have some clothes!”

In the same way that labor statistics have sometimes given a mislead-
ing impression of the American workforce, studies of leisure time have
also been deceptive, leading many observers to assume that people ac-
tually have more free time than ever before, despite their protests to the
contrary. But when viewed more closely, these studies indicate how
small the segment of American society is that has actually gained
greater free time in recent years. Since 1975, for example, leisure time
appears to have edged up by as much as two hours a week for the
American population as a whole. Yet, when subgroups are examined,
this increase turns out to be limited almost entirely to men and women
in their fifties and sixties. Among married people with children, there
has actually been a decrease in leisure time."

With a wife and two daughters, Stuart Cummings, 33, a corporate
lawyer in Chicago, is beginning to resent the long hours his job re-
quires. “On a good day,” he says, “I'm away from seven to seven, and
many nights I don’t make it home before my kids go to bed at nine.” He
says he has trouble accepting this as the way it will be for the next thirty
years. But, like many other Americans in high-level professional posi-
tions, he sees no immediate way of escaping these requirements.

On objective grounds alone, then, it appears that many middle-class
people are putting in long hours on the job, despite the fact that pros-
perity is already relatively widespread among this segment of the pop-
ulation, and that automation and other labor-saving devices seem not
to have done much in recent decades to reduce the overall workweek.
Some would argue that these conditions have been created by eco-
nomic laws operating in the marketplace itself. These objective condi-
tions, however, do not fully explain why their subjective correlates take
the form they do. Previous generations might well have complained
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about being physically exhausted from too much work, but the current
sense that one has a moral obligation to choose between working and
other commitments hinges on much more recent definitions of the self
and the social context in which it must function. Without yet trying to
make sense of these definitions, we can at least begin to see that under-
standing the nature of work and the ways in which it might be recon-
ciled more fully with other human aspirations will require us to con-
sider it in relation to broader cultural assumptions involving moral
meanings and conceptions of the good.

THE GOLDEN HANDCUFFS

One of the reasons why so many Americans find it difficult to cut back
on the work they do, according to their own accounts, is that they are
caught up in a cycle of lifestyle expectations that leaves them finan-
cially dependent on every marginal gain they can possibly earn. Henry
David Thoreau once wrote critically of this financial dependence as
“golden or silver fetters.”'” But in current management parlance “the
golden handcuffs” have evolved into a strategy for cultivating corpo-
rate loyalty. Pay people enough, build in fringe benefits, encourage
them to lead a lifestyle in keeping with rising economic expectations,
and they will have trouble quitting or slowing the pace.

Corporate executives seldom have to bend employees” arms to apply
these handcuffs, for economic obligations tend to rise during the life
course of most individuals. Married couples typically spend more on
housing than do singles, and as children enter the picture, housing,
food, clothing, and education costs all escalate, usually at a rate equal
to or above annual salary increases. Only as they reach their late fifties,
do most people begin to feel they can afford to consider such options as
working shorter hours in order to have more free time.” In my survey,
people between the ages of 35 and 49 were particularly subject to finan-
cial concerns: 44 percent in this age bracket were trying to save money
for children to attend college, 43 percent were paying off credit card
debts, 57 percent were saving for retirement, 40 percent were either
saving to buy a house or meeting high mortgage payments, and 31
percent were paying for medical bills.*'

American culture is also geared to encourage rising material expecta-
tions across the life cycle. Rising costs associated with a growing family
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may induce greater economic pressures, but so do rising expectations
about consumer goods, luxury items, and other material comforts. In
one national survey, 56 percent of the respondents age 18 to 34 admit-
ted that their desire to have “nice things” had risen within the past five
years, as did 42 percent of those age 35 to 49.”

The result is that fewer and fewer Americans are able to escape the
cycle of working harder to buy more things and to pay the bills for
what they have already purchased. Some evidence of this pattern is
evident in public opinion polls. In my survey, for example, 69 percent
of the U.S. labor force admitted they had more money now than they
did five years ago; yet 53 percent said they worry a lot about meeting
their financial obligations, and 84 percent wished they had more
money than they do.”

Better evidence comes from economic data themselves. In the last
two decades alone, consumer borrowing on charge accounts has risen
from $8.7 billion to $20.4 billion—a figure that now comprises approxi-
mately 21 percent of U.S. disposable income.* Over the same period,
bank-card delinquencies have grown steadily.” Personal savings have
experienced a corresponding decline, putting an increasing number of
families at the mercy of short-term swings in the economy; for exam-
ple, in one survey, half the respondents said they had managed to save
less than $3,000, and 40 percent said it would be a “big problem” for
them to receive an unexpected bill for $1,000.%

On balance, the most serious indication of how the golden handcuffs
have increased their hold on the American public is probably the fact
that household debt, which only a decade ago was 20 percent below the
average level of household income, is now 10 percent higher than
household income.” Much truth, it seems, is borne by the bumper
sticker “I owe, I owe, so off to work I go.”*

John Phelps, the Minneapolis businessman, had recently become
acutely aware of the golden handcuffs he was wearing. Climbing the
corporate ladder, he began to feel he was no longer being true to the
values his parents had tried to instill in him; instinctively, he knew
he wanted to pursue something else. “I definitely wanted to drop out,”
he recalls, but he postponed doing it. “They talk about the golden
handcuffs in the corporate world where you get the nice benefits and
the high pay, and you build a lifestyle around that.” He knew he was
tied to the corporation by financial necessity. “It’s hard to leave,” he
admits, “no matter what you're thinking.”
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Stuart Cummings, the Chicago lawyer, also knows he is a victim of
the golden handculffs. “I get troubled,” he muses, “but I am attracted by
the lifestyle that I have built up in just 8'4 years of practicing law. It’s
easy to talk about chucking that lifestyle when you're by yourself. But
when you’ve got a wife and two girls, then you begin thinking—you
almost get altruistic about it—about having a nice home and that kind
of thing because you did it for your kids. So you get sucked into it. You
face a whole set of conundrums at that point.”

He is at least candid about it. Others have succumbed to the lure of
a comfortable lifestyle to a point where they no longer experience the
tension evident in his remarks. For them, the magic of the American
economic system has become complete. As literary critic Leslie Fiedler
once wrote, it no longer produces things, but “dreams disguised as
things.”*

The wisdom in Fiedler’s remark is perhaps evident in the fact that
most Americans disavow wanting to be rich or even having a lot of
money for its own sake—indeed, there is much concern in our society
that too much emphasis is being placed on money—and yet the desire
to realize a comfortable lifestyle is nearly universal. In one poll, 98 per-
cent of the American public said “living a comfortable life” was at least
fairly important to them, and 77 percent said this was very important.
In the same poll, only 37 percent valued “making a lot of money” this
highly.® Evidently it is the lifestyle we want most, including the
dreams and the security that go with it, but it is needing the where-
withal to buy these dreams that keeps our shoulders to the wheel.

ETtHIiCcAL EROSION

For a disturbingly large number of people, the desire for material ad-
vancement has also led them beyond the boundary of conventional
moral restraint. “Greed is all right,” declared arbitrageur Ivan F.
Boesky to the graduating class of the School of Business Administra-
tion at the University of California, Berkeley, at the height of his climb
to financial success. “You can be greedy and still feel good about your-
self.””' But within a year Boesky had been charged by the Securities and
Exchange Commission with obtaining insider information from Drexel
Burnham investment banker Dennis Levine, and soon after, plea bar-
gaining by Boesky’s lawyers resulted in a felony settlement and $100
million in fines and restitution. Five years later, with numerous law-
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suits and investigations still pending, Drexel Burnham and several of
its top managers, including Michael Milken and Bruce Newberg, had
been indicted on nearly 100 counts of fraud and racketeering and
forced to pay more than $600 million in penalties.

“I can talk about it now because they’re out of business,” says Teri
Silver, 29, a systems analyst who worked at the Beverly Hills office of
Drexel Burnham where Milken and others developed their lucrative
junk bond industry. A sardonic smile crossed her face as she recalled,
“One time we were told we couldn’t use the door going to our com-
puter room, and we couldn’t use it for like three days. They said,
‘Whatever you do, don’t go through that door, you have to go through
the other door.”” Teri soon found out why. “Overnight they had built
a wall around our computer room, so that anybody who just came in
wouldn’t know there’s a computer in there. And the reason was, we
had auditors there. They didn’t want them to know that we ran our
own computer system in Beverly Hills. They wanted them to think that
everything came from New York, because Beverly Hills was very secre-
tive with their high-yield bond stuff. It was just bizarre. And they told
us if somebody were to ask us if we had a computer—basically we were
lying for them—ijust to play real dumb.”

Teri Silver’s experience is undoubtedly an extreme case of corporate
disregard for public ethics, but such violations are by no means unique,
either in the world of business or in politics. Personal stories reveal,
often more profoundly even than the scandals publicized in newspa-
pers, that ethical erosion is also an endemic problem in the world of
politics.

Karen Kelsey grew up in a mansion on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.
After graduating in business and economics from one of the nation’s
most prestigious (and expensive) private universities, she landed a
posh job in the nation’s capital. She planned to spend several years
gaining experience, then attend law school, and eventually embark on
a career shuttling back and forth between Wall Street and the federal
triangle. Soon, however, she was feeling profoundly dissatisfied with
the high life of politics, and within a few years she dropped out. Today
she earns a modest living as a therapist. She had the talent and training
to make as much money as she wanted, but she opted for less because
she wanted more. Why?

The triggering event that led Karen Kelsey to abandon Capitol Hill
for a career in counseling was discovering that the senator she worked
for was breaking federal laws. “He was basically committing felonies,”
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she recalls. When she documented them and confronted him, he retali-
ated. “I was trying to get a top secret clearance from the Department of
Defense because I did his defense work. And he told me that if I didn’t
just forget about everything I knew, he would go to the Department of
Defense and say that since I'd been in psychoanalysis he didn’t think I
was mentally stable enough to have a clearance, and then I wouldn’t be
able to work in defense, which I loved at the time. So I had to go to the
assistant secretary of defense myself in person and say this guy’s black-
mailing me, can you help me? And the assistant secretary of defense
gave me my clearance personally.”

Just how widespread these ethical problems may be is of course diffi-
cult to gauge, but some studies suggest that the potential for miscon-
duct may be very widespread indeed. For example, a study conducted
by the National Association of Accountants revealed that 87 percent of
American business managers were willing to commit fraud in one or
more of the cases presented to them. Another study, including more
than 400 industrial salespeople, suggested that the likelihood of getting
caught, not a commitment to moral principles themselves, was the only
thing preventing people from breaking the rules.”” In my survey, 48
percent said it was okay to bend the rules sometimes at work, and 32
percent said they had actually seen people at work doing something
unethical within the past month.”

Whether the potential for misconduct is generally realized or only
considered, there is also a deep sense in the public at large that morals
and ethics in the workplace are found wanting. While a majority of
Americans rate the honesty and ethical standards of clergy, physicians,
and college professors “very high” or “high,” for example, only 30 per-
cent give the same rating to bankers, and even fewer express confi-
dence in the ethics of business executives (21 percent), members of
Congress (19 percent), real estate agents (17 percent), and stockbrokers
(14 percent).** Over the past decade the ethics ratings of bankers, re-
porters, journalists, lawyers, and stockbrokers have all dropped sub-
stantially.® In another national survey, respondents were asked simply
whether most corporate executives are honest: fewer than one person
in three said yes.*

Corporations have begun responding to these negative perceptions
by instituting ethical codes, but prevailing cynicism can also be a self-
fulfilling prophecy when executives believe slippery morals are simply
the norm. According to one study, this belief is indeed widespread:
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four-fifths of 1,000 upper-level executives surveyed said people are
“often” or “occasionally” unethical in their business dealings, and
slightly more than half indicated that “bending the rules” was common
among their own acquaintances. Junior executives and middle-level
managers were thought to be particularly prone to engage in unethical
practices in order to achieve success. Compounding the problem was a
widespread perception that ethical dilemmas are not an appropriate
subject for discussion among colleagues. Most executives said they
would resolve such a dilemma by themselves or discuss it with their
spouse; only one in ten said he or she would discuss it with someone at
work.”

WANTING TO CONTRIBUTE

But it is not just the unscrupulous and the greedy who raise concern
about finding appropriate limits for our material pursuits. It is also the
virtuous among us, those who want to do more with their lives than
simply make a handsome living. A long-standing American tradition
says contribute something to the world, pay back your debts to society,
make humankind better. Mark Latham was clearly echoing this tradi-
tion in saying he wanted to give back more than he took.

The desire to contribute something positive to the world is deeply
embedded in American religious history, in the humanitarian ethos of
liberal arts education, and in the service ethic of our nation’s voluntary
organizations. The same concern is evident in the service ethic of the
professions themselves and is even part of the language of the for-
profit world. Business leaders want their activities to be viewed as ben-
eficial to society as well as financially profitable. Not surprisingly, mak-
ing a contribution is also a widely shared value in the American public
at large. One survey showed that 96 percent of the public said “making
the world a better place” was at least fairly important to them, and 78
percent said it was very important or absolutely essential in their
lives.™

Wanting to contribute fits happily with many jobs, and where there
may be no obvious social benefit, people can still feel worthwhile by
treating their customers with extra kindness or by giving some of their
money to charities. But there is often an inherent tension between mak-
ing larger contributions to the world and keeping up with the daily
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pressures of the job, especially when specialization requires people to
engage in ever narrower kinds of work. As a result, people may be
earning a good living but feeling they want more, including the oppor-
tunity to serve others and to do something even more meaningful with
their lives.

Real-estate appraiser Norm Lundstrom brings in a six-digit income,
finds his work personally fulfilling, and figures he basically has a
pretty good deal in life. But after eighteen years in this line of work, he
is seriously considering dropping out. He complains that everything in
his present job revolves around money. “I would dearly love to con-
tribute something significant to humanity,” he says. Yet he sees no way
to do that as a real-estate appraiser. “I will never do that in the job. I
will not save somebody’s life who’s contemplating suicide. I will not
cure a major disease. I will not make a significant scientific accomplish-
ment. I would love to become an astronomer—discover something in
astronomy or solve Fermat'’s last theorem or something. I would like to
get into something where I could contribute. Write some poetry. Or
maybe write a novel that would exist far beyond my own life and con-
tribute to people’s happiness or thought patterns sometime. I won’t be
doing that in the job I'm in right now, and I think that’s sad. I would
like something more than that.”

For people at Norm Lundstrom’s age, the urgency to contribute be-
fore it is too late becomes all the more acute. But younger people often
feel the same frustrations. Still sensing the idealism that led him into a
law career, Stuart Cummings worries that more and more of his time is
spent helping the rich protect their assets than helping to realize his
own values. “Isn’t there some way I could make a bigger difference?”
he asks. It troubles him to think he is spending the best years of his life
helping wealthy people make more money. He still dreams that some-
day his talents will be used “in a way that’s more directly and obvi-
ously beneficial to this world and the people in it.”

TIRED TO THE DEATH?

Yet despite these yearnings for something more, work itself has re-
tained considerable appeal. A generation ago, writers and pundits pro-
claimed that the human cost of American capitalism was to be counted
chiefly in boredom, drudgery, faceless similarity—in short, a meaning-
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less existence. Willy Loman, “tired to the death,” symbolized the fate of
the American breadwinner.”” But that image seems not to have stood
the test of history. The problem with middle-class work today is often
that it is foo meaningful. Increasingly, the Willy Lomans who see them-
selves as hard-working drummers, destined for the ash can because
their work has no intrinsic meaning, appear to be a distinct minority.*

Virtually everyone claims their work is a major source of personal
fulfillment. In one national survey, 83 percent of the American public
said work was an important source of their basic sense of worth as a
person.* In another study, the same proportion (83 percent) said they
were satisfied with their job, while only 11 percent said they were dis-
satisfied.”” In my survey, 84 percent of those working full time said
their work was absolutely essential or very important to their sense of
personal worth, and 82 percent of the entire workforce said the state-
ment “my work is very meaningful to me” describes them very well or
fairly well.® For many, the reason may be that so-called postindustrial
society does provide more interesting and varied careers to pursue
than was ever possible in preindustrial or industrial settings. For oth-
ers, work may provide a sense of security at a time when the familiar
moorings of the past seem to be unsettled. “How is purpose, serious-
ness, or meaning found in life when it is not given by earthly neces-
sity?” asks historian Benjamin Hunnicutt. His research has convinced
him that Americans are trying desperately to answer these questions
by turning work into an end in itself, creating a new work ethic that is
distinctively modern and secular.*

John Phelps, having shed the golden handcuffs to become an eco-
nomic development specialist, does not let his work substitute for other
values he holds dear, but his work is indeed a source of deep personal
satisfaction. He says it is especially fulfilling when he is able to help
disadvantaged people realize their dreams of starting their own busi-
ness. “It’s exciting to me,” he says, “because that’s a symbol of hope for
people in that income group.”

Lou Candela, 50, a Boston schoolteacher, finds his work enormously
fulfilling, too. Sometimes he fears he will never do anything really sig-
nificant in life, such as finding a cure for a major disease or making a
scientific discovery, but he revels in the excitement of seeing the stu-
dents in his woodworking class create something they can truly call
their own. “When we make some projects, like these carousels that
have to spin without wobbling and everything, I help the kids do the
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final steps, and they’re so excited that it works!” He fairly glows as he
describes how happy that makes him feel. “It just really feels great!”

What makes meaningful, fulfilling work problematic is that people
find it so engaging they have trouble setting boundaries around it.
They want to save time and energy for other things, but they become
absorbed in their work and eventually their lives just slip away. Phila-
delphia lawyer Stanton Haynes, 43, expressed the sentiment of many
when he remarked, “I feel I should take more time off to do things I
would enjoy more than my work, but unfortunately I always seem to
take things too seriously to do that.”

At one time the tension between work and time for other activities
might have been more easily resolved. Work was perhaps the curse of
Adam and therefore unlikely to be intrinsically fulfilling, but at least it
was necessary for survival. Now work is less a physical necessity, but
it is supposed to contribute to our sense of dignity and personal worth.
When it does not, the Willy Loman complaint about meaninglessness
sets in. But when it does provide meaning, it is still only one of the
components of ordinary life that is supposed to do so. Family life, lei-
sure activities that expand our sense of being, and free time just to
reflect on ourselves also have intrinsic merit. Furthermore, the burden
is on the individual to allocate time and energy among these various
realms of ordinary life in a way that is most fulfilling.

BuckrLinGg UNDER AND BUrNING OuUT

Even the most interesting work can also be the bearer of mind-numb-
ing stress. “From the corner office to the factory floor,” declares Busi-
ness Week, stress is “epidemic in U.S. business.”* According to the Na-
tional Center for Health Statistics, a majority of the U.S. labor force
complains of experiencing stress on a regular basis, and nearly as
many believe this stress has had a negative impact on their health. The
highest rates of stress, moreover, are experienced in upper-income cat-
egories and by men and women at the peak of their careers.*® With
growing evidence of demoralization among physicians, career dissatis-
faction among teachers, and mental health woes among lawyers, stud-
ies conducted in specific professional occupations point to the same
conclusion.”” In the labor force as a whole, a majority of people com-
plain that they have too little time to spend relaxing, three-quarters
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wish they were better able to limit the job-related stress they experi-
ence, and one person in five says his or her health has been seriously
affected by the demands and pressures of work.” My survey showed
that 46 percent of the workforce sometimes feels burned out in their job,
44 percent feel they seldom get enough time for themselves, and 39
percent believe they are under a lot of pressure in their jobs. Among
full-time workers, 59 percent said they were bothered by stress in their
job situation at least once a week, and one person in six was bothered by
stress almost every day. The survey also showed that stress is consis-
tently related to the number of hours a person works each week, rising
to one person in four who experiences stress on a daily basis among
those who work fifty hours or more each week. Moreover, those who
say they are bothered this often by job-related stress are significantly
less likely than other workers to say they are satisfied with their jobs
and less likely to say they are happy with their lives in general.*

Other evidence also suggests that stress is playing an increasingly
costly and devastating role in the U.S. labor force. For example, the Na-
tional Institute on Drug Abuse estimates that 25 percent of the Ameri-
can labor force is affected by chronic alcoholism, drug addiction, or sub-
stance abuse—either their own (10 percent) or that of a member of their
immediate family (15 percent) who, in many cases, may be acting out
problems endemic to the whole family.® Much of the problem, say ex-
perts, is that people turn to these various addictions as a way of coping
with the mental and emotional turmoil they experience in their daily
lives.

In addition to the long hours that many people work and the accom-
panying lack of exercise and loss of sleep, the conditions that put many
Americans into the pressure cooker include heightened responsibility
and competition in professional and managerial jobs, fear of job loss,
lack of control over one’s work, nonsupportive supervisors or co-work-
ers, ethical conflicts, and uncertainties about job performance and pro-
motions. Add to these the periodic stress of losing an important con-
tract, experiencing a string of bad fortune, or having to struggle harder
to keep the business from going under, and many people simply buckle
under the pressure.

Whatever the specific reasons, a growing number of workers are be-
coming dissatisfied enough with job-related stress to sue their employ-
ers for damages. What began as a trickle of stress suits in the late 1970s
grew to 5 percent of all workers’ compensation cases in 1980 and then
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reached 15 percent of all cases in 1990. Among the plaintiffs, women
and younger workers in white-collar jobs are particularly prominent.
But suits are also aggravated by plant closings, relocations, mergers
and acquisitions, and the rapid growth of highly stressful service
industries.”

Another indication of the pressures that characterize the American
workforce is the fact that approximately ten million people—one per-
son in ten—change occupations every year. Given an average work life
of nearly forty years, this means that the typical individual changes
occupations between three and four times during his or her career.
These changes, moreover, are not limited to the young or to persons
undergoing a proverbial “midlife” crisis but are scattered evenly across
all age categories. Nor are they limited to persons in less desirable jobs
where higher turnover rates might be expected. They are actually high-
est among white-collar workers with college educations.”® As this seg-
ment of the labor force grows, it is also expected that occupational
switching will increase. In one national survey, 29 percent of the men
and 36 percent of the women polled said they planned to change their
overall career or type of work in the next five years.” In my survey, a
striking 76 percent of the respondents said they had been in more than
one line of work, not counting jobs held while they were growing up.
One person in two had been in at least three different lines of work.
And one person in ten had been in five or more different lines of
work.”

Average turnover rates also mask considerable variation across dif-
ferent occupations. In lower echelons of the white-collar labor force,
particularly in sales and clerical work, turnover rates account for as
many as one worker in four each year. But other white-collar jobs in-
volve extensive occupational switching as well. Banking and finance,
for example, have experienced higher than average rates of turnover in
recent years. And among workers in the helping professions, such as
nurses and occupational therapists, levels of switching have been ex-
ceptionally high.”

Available evidence does not support the view that occupational mo-
bility occurs mainly because of burnout or serious career dissatisfac-
tion. Most is voluntary and seems to be motivated by a desire to find
more interesting work or improved working conditions.” Even when
burnout is part of the problem, people often say in retrospect that the
change provided a healthy transition in their lives. “It was good for me
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to burn out, because then I could relight my fire,” Mary Phelps ob-
served about leaving a job she had held for five years. But the process
itself is terribly costly. For employers, it means hiring and training a
replacement. For the person herself, it often means enormous emo-
tional turmoil, insecurity, and self-doubt. Mary Phelps became ex-
tremely nervous and found it one of the hardest things she had done
when she decided to quit. She hadn’t realized before how dependent
she was on the security of her job.

There is, however, clear evidence that frequent occupational switch-
ing is associated with some level of dissatisfaction with work. In my
survey, 29 percent of those who had been in five or more lines of work
said the statement “I'm working myself to death” described them-
selves very well or fairly well, compared with only 15 percent of those
who had stayed in the same line of work. In contrast, only 11 percent of
the former expressed high levels of satisfaction with their current job,
compared with 26 percent of the latter.”” Career change itself is alleg-
edly one of the leading sources of emotional difficulty in the American
population, ranking nearly as high as such trauma-producing events as
divorce or the death of a loved one.” In comparison with these events,
it generally does not result in far-reaching soul searching or question-
ing of one’s values and priorities. And yet for a minority it does become
a deeply unsettling experience. In one national survey a quarter of
those who had voluntarily changed jobs, for example, said the experi-
ence had affected their thoughts about the meaning and purpose of life
a great deal.”

“l was just dying inside,” admits Amy Oldenburg, 39, a hospital
chaplain in Los Angeles. She was a successful registered nurse, en-
gaged in meaningful work caring for other people, but there seemed to
be no sense of herself in this career. “I just put myself on a shelf. I was
out there trying to be this little goody-two-shoes. And it was disgust-
ing. It made me sick.” From the time she was little, Amy had been
taught to be responsible, so she became a nurse to please her parents
and to make sure she could earn her own living. Deciding to quit nurs-
ing and enter training to become a chaplain was the hardest thing she
had ever done. In addition to the usual stress of having to learn a new
job, she had to evaluate who she was and fundamentally reassess what
she wanted in life. “I was completely exhausted and grossly de-
pressed,” she recalls. “It was like I was fleeing for my life. Making the
change was the biggest risk I'd ever taken.”
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In their book The Good Society, sociologist Robert N. Bellah and his
coauthors have described the pain and uncertainty expressed by peo-
ple like Amy Oldenburg in more general terms. Having drunk deeply
for so many generations at the well dug for us by John Locke, Adam
Smith, Benjamin Franklin, and other inventors of the American Dream,
they argue, we are now beginning to realize the unanticipated costs of
pursuing that dream. “In our great desire to free the individual for
happiness,” they write, “we Americans have tried to make a social
world that would serve the self. But things have not gone quite accord-
ing to plan. We have made instead a world that dwarfs the self it was
meant to serve. Especially in the economic realm Americans find them-
selves under the pressure of market forces to which the only response
seems submission.”®

There is, then, considerable evidence that work and the pursuit of
material possessions is taking its toll on the American population.
More time spent at the grindstone, even when work itself is meaningful
and enjoyable, leaves us exhausted, feeling pressured, and wanting
more from life than material success alone. Growing numbers of people
are registering concern that the good life is filled more with labor than
with the nourishing fruits of this labor. Most Americans still work hard
and feel it is meaningful and important to do so, but a majority (77
percent in one study) also worry that they have become workaholics—
addicted to something that may be preventing them from realizing the
full measure of life.”" Despite their interest in material possessions, a
large majority (72 percent) readily admit that they “want more from life
than just a good job and a comfortable lifestyle.” Most (78 percent) say
they do think a lot about their values and priorities in life, but a sizable
minority (35 percent) also claim they “need more time to think about
the really basic issues in life.”** Economic progress, it appears, has pro-
duced material abundance but not enough time to think about how to
translate this abundance into qualitative improvements of life itself.
How to rein in our economic commitments—or at least steer them in
more desirable directions—is the question we seem increasingly to be
asking.
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MAKING CHOICES: FROM SHORT-TERM
ADJUSTMENTS TO PRINCIPLED LIVES

ITH INCREASING levels of burnout, career dissatisfaction,
Wsubstance abuse, alcoholism, and costly job-stress suits, a

growing number of American corporations have started
paying attention to the possibility that people are simply working too
hard, taking on responsibilities that do not nurture themselves as
human beings, and putting themselves under too much pressure. Gen-
eral Motors has more than 100 staff psychologists dealing with prob-
lems of drugs, alcohol, burnout, and depression on the assembly line.
Motorola, Xerox, Levi Strauss, and a few other large firms have initi-
ated task forces in recent years to study the relationship between work
and family problems among their employees." But thus far the re-
sponse from business has been mainly to invoke stricter policing in
hopes of curtailing substance abuse and to encourage workers to live
healthier lives through fitness programs and health evaluation clinics.
Stimulating productivity while protecting their firms from undue costs
has been management’s top priority.

Quick-Fix SOLUTIONS

Typifying this priority is the kind of advice found routinely in manage-
rial columns for employers faced with stress and burnout among their
employees. One such column advises readers to screen employees bet-
ter for preexisting “mental maladies” and to solicit information from
other workers that might be useful in warding off lawsuits. Presuming
that it is the worker’s own responsibility to limit stress, the column
makes no mention of firms themselves trying to reduce job pressures.”
Other columns suggest that managers deal with work-related stress by
making corporate myths more visible to middle-level employees.
More generally, analyses of the work and money pressures facing
the American population usually take a sadly limited view, attributing
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them to bothersome but endemic features of corporate life, the manage-
rial personality, and the business cycle. Most of the trouble, say the
analysts, springs from crisis situations such as being laid off, landing
under the thumb of a dictatorial boss, or simply having a sudden string
of bad luck.” Others emphasize economic and demographic factors,
both of which have simply made it more difficult for the present gener-
ation to realize the American Dream.

What to do? Find ways to cope. Here, for example, is the advice
given by a leading news magazine:

Maintain a sense of humor.
Meditate.

Get a massage.

Exercise regularly.

Eat more sensibly.

Limit intake of alcohol and caffeine.
Take refuge in family and friends.
Delegate responsibility.

Stand up to the boss.

Quit.*

These tips are not dissimilar from ones found in countless advice col-
umns, employee newsletters, and self-help books. They encourage
people to take more minivacations, play softball, go fishing, collect
stamps, see the doctor regularly, and take themselves less seriously.
Meditation and physical exercise are increasingly among the most fre-
quently cited recommendations. Other hints include visualizing a pas-
toral scene while sitting at one’s desk, making lists of fun things to do
after work, and cultivating friends who stroke one’s ego. A few corpo-
rations have even begun trying to help their employees relieve stress
in these ways. Ben & Jerry’s Ice Cream Company, for example, has
initiated a Joy Committee to help employees lighten up. The Fun Com-
mittee at Odetics, a robotics firm in California, has been sponsoring
Hula-Hoop contests and bubble-gum-blowing competitions for the
same reason.’

Such activities and advice may be helpful for getting through a par-
ticularly stressful day, but they will not do anything to solve the un-
derlying problem. “Stress cannot be dealt with by psychological
tricks,” Sam Keen has written, “because for the most part it is a phil-
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osophical rather than a physiological problem, a matter of the wrong
worldview.”® Coming from a writer who himself has long been as-
sociated with the pop-psychology industry, this is a sobering warning
indeed.

The reason quick-fix solutions can be of little enduring value is that
stress and overwork are built into the American way of life. They are
not just the nettlesome by-products of having an ill-tempered boss or
seeing a prospective contract turn sour. They are rooted in endemic
characteristics of the modern workplace and the international markets
in which most corporations now compete. Certainly these economic
realities play a significant role in the work and money pressures so
many middle-class Americans are experiencing. But there is an even
deeper source of many of these pressures. They are part of the values
we have inherited and the way we think. They reflect both long-stand-
ing and changing conceptions of ourselves as individuals, of our re-
sponsibilities and what we most cherish in our lives.

Research evidence points clearly to the inadequacy of quick-fix solu-
tions. If these ideas were really that useful, we would expect to find
people faced with stress on a frequent basis using them more. If they
actually worked, we might also observe that people who used them
were less likely to register feelings of stress than people who didn’t. But
neither of these is the case. When faced with stress, large numbers of
the American workforce resort to such tactics: 71 percent talk to close
friends, 60 percent engage in physical exercise, 56 percent work on a
hobby, 40 percent go shopping, and 30 percent take a few days off. But
those faced with frequent stress are neither more nor less likely to en-
gage in these activities than other people. Nor are those who engage in
these activities any more satisfied with their work or any less likely to
be worried than other people.”

The evidence also points clearly to one of the reasons why quick-fix
solutions do not work. Job-related stress stems from factors other than
just those associated with unpleasant situations at work, and it raises
questions about a much broader and deeper range of issues. Of people
in my survey who said they experienced job-related stress almost every
day, for example, only a quarter complained of conflict with co-work-
ers (26 percent), an unsupportive boss (25 percent), or an unpleasant
work environment (22 percent). In comparison, nearly half complained
of not having enough time for their family (49 percent), feeling burned
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out (49 percent), needing more time for themselves (48 percent), and
wanting other things in life (42 percent).

To be sure, unpleasant situations at work can contribute significantly
to job-related stress. For instance, among those who said they experi-
ence stress on a daily basis, 26 percent said they had had an argument
with the boss in the past year, 21 percent felt they had experienced
discrimination, 16 percent had been reprimanded, and 8 percent
claimed to have been sexually harassed—all higher percentages than
among those who registered little or no stress. And yet the percentages
for whom stress had raised broader issues were much higher. Among
the frequent-stress group, 53 percent had been wondering if they were
in the right line of work, and 55 percent had been feeling seriously
burned out within the past year.

The one thing that stress relates to more powerfully than anything
else, in fact, is thinking about basic values in life and trying to juggle
commitments to a wide range of values. In the labor force as a whole,
for example, 29 percent said they think a lot about their values and
priorities in life; but this proportion rose to 40 percent among persons
experiencing stress almost every day in their jobs and was 56 percent
among those who felt they were working themselves to death. More-
over, the more frequently respondents experienced stress, the more
likely they were to say they attached value to other commitments such
as family, morality, taking care of themselves, and relating to God.

Fun committees and advice columnists seldom pay any attention to
these underlying values. They simply assume that people are going to
work too hard, try to buy too many things, and eventually burn out. So
the only thing to be done is provide a little humor along the way. They
are part of the current mentality that tells us we must also work hard
at keeping fit and keeping our stress down, our self-esteem up, and our
outlook bright. It is little wonder that we find everything from getting
a massage to quitting our jobs on the same list. The advice columnists
can think up easy solutions to our problems, but they help little in
thinking through the hard issues of what we really want in life.

Brad Diggins illustrates well how tough these issues can be. Owner
of a travel agency in southern California, he finds he has to work
twelve hours a day, six days a week, to keep the business afloat. For
years he’s been searching for a way to stop putting his work first. But
every time he thinks he’s figured out how to change things, he laments,
“it doesn’t change; it just gets to be more.” Nearing his mid-forties, he
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knows he has to change things before it’s too late. “Somehow I've got
to create a life,” he ponders. But much of the time he isn’t even sure
anymore what kind of life he wants.

THE D1sEasE MoODEL

If quick-fix solutions are too shallow, the disease model that has been
advanced in recent years to understand problems with work, money,
and other economic commitments goes to an extreme in the other di-
rection. Rather than linking stress and burnout to specific situations at
work, it associates them with an underlying malady in the worker’s
personality. The problem, say proponents of this view, is “workahol-
ism”—a malady taken to be exactly parallel with alcoholism. Suffering
from some fundamental insecurity, the workaholic tries to discover
true happiness by working too hard. Compulsiveness is often present,
causing the individual to “binge” on day-and-night working sprees
and then to feel utterly dissatisfied and unmotivated. Money problems
may stem from the same problem: an insatiable longing for happiness
that is wrongly pursued by trying to accumulate riches or by spending
money wildly on unneeded purchases.

The disease model is valid up to a point. It does recognize the impor-
tance of questions about personal identity, commitments, values, and
the need to settle on priorities. The compulsive behavior it describes
does characterize a segment of the population. But, like so many other
contemporary applications of the literature on addictions, it carries the
argument too far. Workaholism may be similar to alcoholism in some
respects, but its chemical basis is fundamentally different. Just how
widely applicable it may be is also debatable. That it may have limited
applications is suggested by the fact that only one person in six actually
feels like he or she is working to death, and only one in seven claims to
experience stress on a daily basis. Moreover, of this frequent-stress
group, only 4 percent say they are seeing a therapist to help them with
stress, and only 6 percent try to find help in a support group.

Proponents of the disease model, of course, argue that the fact people
are not seeking help is all the more reason to be concerned. But the
model ultimately suffers thereby from being impossible to confirm or
disconfirm empirically. Many of its assertions focus so broadly on such
“problems” as rushing, busyness, making lists, and caring about one’s
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work that virtually everyone falls into the category of the diseased.
Other assertions make valuable connections and yet lead away from a
valid understanding of these connections. For example, one widely
publicized book on the subject asserts that “work addicts are dishonest,
controlling, self-centered, perfectionistic, and abusive to themselves
and others.” It is little wonder, the author expostulates, that “their mo-
rality” is askew. “You cannot lead such a life without losing your
moorings. Your grounding in basic values is lost in the relentless pur-
suit of the addiction.”® Clearly the important point is that basic values
must somehow be brought back into focus. It helps little to describe the
underlying problem as an addiction, however.

The broader problem is not that people who work hard have aban-
doned other values. Indeed, it is clearly the opposite. People like Brad
Diggins want it all. They are commited to their work and to the good
life that money can buy; they also want more out of life. Indeed, when
work and money are compared with other values in our society, they
come out on top fairly infrequently. In my survey, for example, 29 per-
cent of the labor force said their work was absolutely essential to their
sense of personal worth, and only 15 percent said this about “making
a lot of money.” In comparison, 69 percent said their family was abso-
lutely essential to their personal worth; 56 percent said this about their
moral standards, 43 percent did so about taking care of themselves,
and 39 percent did about their relationship to God. The study also
shows that the minority who did say work and money were absolutely
essential were actually more likely to value these other commitments,
rather than less likely to value them.’

If something is wrong, it is that we want too much out of life, not too
little. And yet to say that people want to spend time with their families,
that they value their moral standards and their relationship to God, or
that they want to serve the needy is surely not something to decry. The
American Dream has always championed these other pursuits as part
of what the good society should encourage its members to be doing.
What has contributed to the difficulty of engaging in these pursuits in
recent years is that social conditions and cultural understandings alike
have been shifting rapidly. As a result, more and more people are hav-
ing to think through their values in ways that were neither possible nor
necessary in the past.

We shall want to consider the basis for claims such as this more care-
fully in subsequent chapters. For now, however, it is worth observing
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that most of the pressures and uncertainties surrounding economic
commitments that we considered in the last chapter are in fact associ-
ated with the extent to which fundamental questions about values and
priorities are being raised in our society. Feeling that one is working
harder than before and wishing that one could work fewer hours, for
example, are associated with a greater likelihood of thinking a lot about
values and priorities in life. So are feeling burned out and feeling that
one is not getting enough time for oneself. And so are feeling that one
has a lot of financial obligations, worrying about how to fulfill these
obligations, feeling that one is under a lot of pressure, and wanting
more time for one’s family. All these worries and concerns are associ-
ated with raising questions about one’s values in general.

Fundamentally, then, the issue people like Brad Diggins are con-
fronting is the need to make choices, of deciding when to say no, or
even saying yes, but doing so in a way that keeps the material life in
proper perspective. We are bombarded by the appeals of the leisure
industry to spend more time relaxing and by the business world itself
to do what we must to take care of our health. And yet the question
remains whether there are principles other than self-interest, pleasure,
and bodily preservation that should be factored into our thinking. The
question is not simply how to rest up so we can be more productive at
work the next day. The question is how to weigh the other priorities
that have always characterized the human spirit against those to which
the dollar sign can be affixed. Should we be willing to sacrifice an hour
pursuing another business deal in order to visit a friend in the hospital?
Or can we be content, as one writer discovered when he posed this
question to a class of prospective MBAs at Harvard Business School, to
regard such moral commitments as patently absurd?

REFORMING THE SYSTEM

Historically, the most common way of placing limits around the eco-
nomic system has been to invoke governmental restrictions. From early
attempts to limit the workday, pass old-age- and disability-insurance
measures, and promote greater safety in the workplace, to more recent
efforts to outlaw discrimination and implement redistributive taxation
schemes, legislation has been regarded as the principal means of com-
bating the ill effects of the marketplace. One of the major axes around
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which modern political debate has revolved has thus been its posi-
tion on how much or how little the state should intervene in economic
matters."

The reason why recourse to political means has so often been taken
is that the state’s powers seem the only measure strong enough to
make a difference. Against the entrenchment of profit-motivated inter-
ests and the social influences of those in control of economic resources,
only coercion can call a halt. Pragmatic arguments, indicating that po-
litical means have in fact accomplished much in terms of ameliorating
the worst excesses of the marketplace, have often been advanced as
well. Compared with schemes for overturning capitalism itself, these
reformist measures have proven decidedly more attractive. Yet politi-
cal solutions can go only so far in guiding and restraining economic
life.

Government restrictions work best within a legitimating framework
of fundamental human rights, including norms of justice and equal
treatment before the law. They can help prevent the worst excesses of
economic production and distribution, such as the exploitation of dis-
advantaged minorities, conditions injurious to health, or ones that pol-
lute the environment. Government initiatives have sometimes been
able to mitigate undesirable social conditions by encouraging long-
range economic growth itself. Public expenditures on transportation
systems, education, and basic research are often cited as examples.
Where government restrictions cannot legitimately attempt to regulate
economic life is in those realms deemed to lie within the domain of
individual discretion.

Discretion to make fundamental decisions affecting the course and
quality of individual life has come to be regarded as a culturally legiti-
mate and constitutionally guaranteed manifestation of personal free-
dom. Government can pass legislation prohibiting an employer from
dumping toxic waste on public land or from discriminating against
racial minorities, but it cannot pass laws telling that employer to be at
work by a certain hour in the morning, to spend Thursday evenings at
home with the family, or to give $5,000 to charity rather than purchase
anew wide-screen television set. All government can do in those areas
is to provide gentle nudges in one direction or another. For exam-
ple, it can encourage charitable contributions by making them tax de-
ductible or it can discourage spending on luxury items by adding a
surtax.
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Anything further violates the individual freedoms so widely cher-
ished in democratic societies. As efforts to legislate a thirty-hour work
week, add new holidays to the national calendar, and mandate social
service among the young all have demonstrated, it is extremely diffi-
cult for social reformers to legislate new conceptions of the American
Dream, not only because of the costs of these programs, but because
they can also be opposed on grounds of curbing fundamental human
liberties.

The extent to which such opposition is present in the American pop-
ulation is clearly evident in opinion polls. Some questions, for example,
suggest that the majority of Americans view government restrictions as
an unwelcome intrusion in their lives, in much the same way that they
dislike having to work in large bureaucracies or jostling through traffic
jams on the way to their jobs. In one survey, two-thirds of the public
expressed this dislike by saying government regulations were a serious
or extremely serious problem in American society, while only 6 percent
said they were not a problem." Other questions indicate that part of the
resistance to government intervention in the economy is that Ameri-
cans simply do not feel such programs are effective. For example, in the
same survey when people were asked whether spending more money
on government welfare programs would help make America better,
only 21 percent said it would help a lot, compared with 36 percent who
thought it would help only a little, and 42 percent who said it would
not help at all.

In contrast to these patterns, people are much more likely to think
that economic solutions are the best way to deal with social problems.
When asked how much it would help improve the society to keep our
economy going at a steady rate, 71 percent said this would help a lot,
compared with only 25 percent who said it would help a little, and 3
percent who said it would not help. Even when the issue is not so much
income distribution or general well-being, but matters of social goals
and priorities, the American public registers deep skepticism about
government playing too large a role. One indication of this attitude is
that 71 percent of the public thinks politicians have too much influence
in shaping the nation’s goals and values, whereas only 47 percent think
this about business leaders."

Social critics are correct in suggesting that much of the public’s resis-
tance to government intervention in the economy stems from raw self-
interest instead of well-schooled conceptions of civic liberty. The critics
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also need to be taken seriously when they point out that civic responsi-
bility requires people to press for government solutions to such prob-
lems as discrimination in the workplace, corporate greed, exploitation
of the poor and the disadvantaged, fraud, and environmental destruc-
tion. But the same critics who voice these concerns have also come in-
creasingly to recognize that government restrictions are unlikely to be
instituted in the first place—or be effective—unless people are willing
to subject themselves to some kind of moral restraint. In short, a society
that places high responsibility on the individual must look not only to
government to rein in its economic commitments, but to a better under-
standing of the ethics and values on which institutional and individual
commitments are based.

THE GROWING ROLE OF DISCRETION

In advanced industrial societies individual discretion has become in-
creasingly significant. Not only has it been championed in various
ways by conservative and liberal political theoreticians; it is also built
increasingly into the fabric of economic life itself. With late-modern
levels of economic development, fewer people have to work from sun-
rise to sunset to eke out a subsistence living, nor do people spend as
large a percentage of their earnings on food, shelter, clothing, and other
necessities, thus leaving a larger share of their time and money avail-
able for discretionary uses. In the workplace itself greater emphasis is
likely to be placed on autonomous decision making, with fewer tasks
being mandated specifically by someone in authority. The choice of
careers themselves and decisions about particular places of employ-
ment have increasingly become matters of personal discretion. Indeed,
the very meaning of discretion, once connoting caution and prudence,
has been subtly redefined to mean the exercise of choice.

Discretion is part of the normative order of most institutions as well.
The individual is expected to make ethical decisions and to choose how
he or she will achieve desired work goals. Greater discretion is ex-
pected of individuals in their private lives, from choosing sexual and
marriage partners to deciding how to school their children. With non-
working hours being defined as free time involving a wide variety of
options, people are expected to exercise discretion in allocating time to
various leisure activities or to community service. They are expected to
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exercise discretion in deciding how to allocate surplus financial re-
sources among various consumer products and benevolent causes. All
these decisions have enormous implications for the economy itself and
for the quality of people’s lives, but they are decisions over which most
people feel government has very little rightful control.

For Davis Reskin, 35, a middle manager in New York’s garment dis-
trict, it is precisely this ability to exercise discretion that makes him
glad he’s alive. Like so many other people of his generation, he believes
the future holds whatever he decides to choose for himself. He has a
wife and one child but does not feel “encumbered” by his family the
way his parents did. Living in Manhattan, he picks and chooses his
friends, trying hard to be kind to them, but not getting himself bogged
down in community organizations like his mother did. He revels in
having enough cash to amuse himself in his spare time. At work, he
compares himself with the women he sees bent over their sewing ma-
chines ten hours a day stitching garments. He thanks his lucky stars
that he has the freedom to set his own pace. He likes the creativity and
artistry that his work requires. At the same time, he finds himself rest-
less and ready to move on whenever the opportunity arises. “I'm very
open,” he asserts. “I never close doors. Never say no. I'm interviewing
tomorrow as a matter of fact. Headhunters call me all the time and I
always go. I never say no. Only a fool would say that. I could do lots of
different things.” He certainly does not want government telling him
what to do. In his view, that smacks of socialism, a system he believes
is rapidly becoming a thing of the past.

In the absence of guiding legal or coercive norms, discretionary be-
havior for millions of people like Davis Reskin has increasingly become
the domain in which economic influences are permitted to reign with
virtually unlimited authority. Individuals define themselves as eco-
nomic decision makers, allocating time and financial resources to vari-
ous services, leisure activities, and consumer goods. Economic institu-
tions can rightfully try to influence these individual decisions through
marketing and advertising, or in the workplace, by offering financial
incentives. The individual is assumed to be free to make economic
choices, so no constitutional issues are at stake, and is regarded as
being motivated to participate in the marketplace as a consumer. Eco-
nomic institutions are even said to have special claim to the individual
because they are, it is sometimes claimed, the source of this discretion-
ary time and income in the first place.”
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How Muca FrReepoM Do WE HAVE?

To those who have considered how much economic institutions shape
our lives, the claim that people are increasingly free to do whatever
they want is of course recognizably overstated. They know that even
the relatively affluent professionals and managers who are said to
enjoy the greatest freedoms often find themselves with little room to
maneuver at all. Their corporations have a rigid set of expectations
to which they must conform in order to survive and succeed. These
may include everything from dress codes to formal objectives to un-
stated rules about how to greet the boss in the morning. Professionals
who work in other settings may also be subjected to bureaucratic
norms requiring them to perform efficiently, to meet fixed work sched-
ules, and to participate in unrewarding gatherings of their peers.

Sociologist Robert Jackall, in an intensive study of the work lives of
corporate managers, has provided a compelling account of how the
bureaucracies in which most people now work shape their goals, their
expectations, and their perceptions of themselves."* He argues that bu-
reaucracy has fundamentally altered the rules by which people pursue
the American Dream. From the outside, bureaucracies may appear as
highly rational, hierarchically coordinated systems for getting the com-
plex tasks of the modern economy done. From the inside, they appear
more to be what Jackall appropriately terms “moral mazes.” They en-
courage unwavering loyalty to bosses and patrons and divide people
into floating alliances among coteries and cliques. Within these unsta-
ble networks, workers learn relativistic and often contradictory stan-
dards of trustworthiness. They turn to each other for behavioral cues,
but what they experience is often too ambiguous to codify. Ethics and
values take a back seat to yea-saying, pragmatism, and glib talk.

The result is that work gets done, but sooner or later most people
begin to experience conflict between their work and the standards of
value they perceive in other spheres of their lives. Jackall points espe-
cially to the tension that may arise between struggles for dominance in
the bureaucracy and wider norms of friendship, honesty, and compas-
sion. He also perceives tension between the standards of excellence that
many individuals aspire to and the inevitable mediocrity that he feels
plagues most organizations. Like other critics, he believes bureaucracy
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is fundamentally at odds with finding overall meaning at work because
what is good for the organization may not be good for the individuals
who work in it or for the wider society.

This line of analysis suggests that very little can be done to rectify the
current situation. People may think they can exercise discretion, but
this perception is fundamentally an allusion. Economic institutions not
only operate according to their own laws, governing our workday and
our pocketbook; they also determine the way we think. Furthermore,
bureaucracies are unlikely to disappear anytime soon. In the mean-
time, we can delude ourselves by talking about the freedom we have,
but we must realize that this apparent sense of control over our lives
really operates to perpetuate the institutions that dominate modern
society.

The trouble with this kind of analysis is that it attributes too much
casual influence to the blind forces of which bureaucracy presumably
consists. It buys too strongly into the kind of social structural determin-
ism that sociologists have so often assumed they must defend in order
to advance their own profession. Yet a more nuanced reading of stud-
ies like Jackall’s reveals that “bureaucracy” is often little more than a
metaphor for the patterns of language and behavior that are observed
in the workplace. These patterns are not determined by something else;
they are the stuff of which organizations are constituted. It is the con-
ventional languages and norms that must be understood, not some
deep force that exercises irresistible control over our lives.

Viewed this way, the same ambiguities that lead some observers to
be cynical about the modern workplace provide small beacons of hope.
If bureaucracy presents people with uncertainty rather than rigid struc-
tures, then there is indeed room for discretion after all. If most people
make up their moral norms to satisfy each other, then these norms are
by no means fixed from on high. Moreover, the assumption that eco-
nomic institutions tie people down to the point that they despair of
finding any meaning in their work flies in the face of evidence we have
already considered. Perhaps people are simply deluded by the organi-
zations for which they work. They may, however, find their work suffi-
ciently meaningful that they would like to integrate it more effectively
with the other parts of their lives. Only if they assume their choices are
entirely free or entirely determined by the economic realm itself will
they find it impossible to pursue this integration.
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THE NEED FOR MORAL DISCOURSE

The individual is thus left to make an increasing number of decisions
about how to use his or her resources largely without any government
restrictions interfering with these decisions, and yet within a normative
context in which he or she is defined as an economic actor subject only
to the guiding hand of economic institutions and an ethos of economic
interest maximization. But how is the individual to make these deci-
sions? On the basis of what value orientations, conceptions of the good,
ethical considerations, or moral commitments does the individual de-
cide to participate or withdraw from participating in the marketplace?
Economic considerations may specify a range of options and attach
various costs and benefits to these options, but they neither exhaust the
range of conceivable options nor provide standards of individual or
social good to be weighed in selecting among various options.

For this reason, all societies have in fact encouraged conceptions of
the good that in one way or another limit their members’ participation
in the economic realm and provide autonomous moral standards for
the governance of behavior within this realm. In traditional societies a
minority of the population generally opted out of the so-called produc-
tive vocations to pursue careers in monastic and religious orders. In
many cases people of sufficient means abandoned the pursuit of ever
greater wealth in order to engage in public service, cultivate the intel-
lectual life of the salons and universities, or participate in the leisure
activities of the court. In still other instances people restricted their eco-
nomic ambitions in order to raise families or to care for aging relatives.
Although these activities were sometimes mandated by the state, they
were more often done voluntarily. Economic interest maximization
was seldom a primary consideration. A commitment to values that
were deemed more basic than economic pursuits erected moral limits
around the economic life.

In modern societies, for reasons that include the declining salience of
an all-embracing conception of cosmic order and the extension of ra-
tional decision-making processes to most matters of personal life, the
concept of moral limits has largely been restricted to behaviors that
have little to do with the economic realm. Morality has come to focus
on such issues as sexual fidelity, honesty, and propriety in personal
relations, rather than referring to a deeper sense of what is fundamen-
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tally good. Indeed, we might venture to say that economic thinking has
itself penetrated the moral domain to the extent that technical solutions
to the perplexing questions of personal life often seem preferable to
old-fashioned conceptions of duty and obligation. British sociologist
Bryan Wilson observes: “As for purely personal morality, that quaint
concept, so vital to communities in the past, modern man might ask
whether it has not become redundant. In modern language, to be moral
is to be “uptight’; to express moral attitudes is to inhibit people when
they want—as modern men say that they have a right to want—'to do
their own thing.””"

But if morality connotes unwelcome strictures on personal behavior
in general, it is likely to be all the more so conceived when these activi-
ties are defined simply as consumer preferences. When someone de-
cides to purchase a new automobile instead of spending the money on
an expensive vacation, it thus seems correct to speak of the decision as
one of maximizing alternative utilities, but it would seem odd to say
that certain moral understandings have been expressed. That we do
make decisions about economic commitments that have broader moral
overtones may still be beyond dispute, but exactly how we do this is
less clear. It is thus to the realm of moral discourse that we must look
if we are to gain a better understanding of how the deeper commit-
ments of the human spirit relate to the economic realm.

THE NATURE OF MORAL DISCOURSE

Because it has so often been conceived narrowly, we need to consider
just what moral discourse is and how in the best of all worlds it might
be constructed in order to guide and curtail our economic pursuits in
effective, satisfying, and meaningful ways. Moral discourse has been
the subject of growing attention in recent years, especially among eth-
icists, but we must select judiciously from this literature.'

Ethical absolutes or moral truths of the kind “courage is a virtue” or
“slavery is evil” will be of little concern. Ethicists worry a lot about
such statements—and they think ordinary people should too—because
they want to know how such claims can be defended and, if they can-
not, fear there may be no basis for opposing fanatics and fools.

As one of these “ordinary people,” I believe we often do not care
much what ethicists have to say on these questions. The problem is not,
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as ethicists themselves will assert, that more compelling philosophical
grounds need to be discovered for making these kinds of ethical claims.
Most of us ordinary people, probably to ethicists’ dismay, are quite
willing to accept on faith that courage is good or slavery is evil and
leave the fanatics and fools for others to dispute. The problem we sense
with ethicists is that none of this has very much to do with the real
questions we face in our ordinary lives.

Somewhere between the absolute good and the absolute evil with
which ethics is concerned lie the questions we face routinely about
what should be done, what is desirable or undesirable, and which of
several options may be best for us to pursue. When a physician decides
to take an afternoon to play golf, the issue is not one of absolute good
or evil. Even though, by some larger calculation, there may be slightly
more suffering—or even death—in the world than there might have
been otherwise, we would not ordinarily consider this a question of
virtue or vice. Nevertheless, there is a moral dimension to such a deci-
sion, and it is this broader moral dimension that should interest us
here. How does a person decide when it is preferable to spend an after-
noon playing golf instead of treating the sick?

Moral discourse in this sense is about preferences, but not strictly so,
at least not in a way that suggests applying the various models of deci-
sion-making behavior that abound in the philosophical literature. In
the present case, I am not really concerned with figuring out why one
physician decides to quit working at 1 p.m. and another decides to
continue working till 5:30. The moral dimension of importance is con-
cerned with broader questions about the modes of reasoning and talk-
ing that define things as legitimate.

In his book Theory of the Moral Life, John Dewey framed a conception
of moral reasoning that will be useful for us to incorporate into the
present discussion."” First published in 1908, Dewey’s arguments some-
times seem overly optimistic, placing too much faith in education, rea-
son, and scientific progress to be credible in the more complex world of
today. Yet there is still much to be learned from this book. Dewey’s
clear-headed, moderate style resonates far more deeply with the Amer-
ican experience than do many of the arguments that have been bor-
rowed in recent decades from other traditions.

At the heart of Dewey’s conception of morality is the distinction (to
which we have already referred) between right and wrong, on the one
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hand, and value preferences, on the other hand. Citing the case of a man
torn between his religiously inspired commitment to pacifism and his
sense of civic responsibility, Dewey writes: “Now he has to make a
choice between competing moral loyalties and convictions. The struggle
is not between a good which is clear to him and something else which
attracts him but which he knows to be wrong. It is between values each
of which is an undoubted good in its place but which now get in each
other’s way. He is forced to reflect in order to come to a decision.”*®

This is precisely the kind of moral dilemma most people find them-
selves confronted with as they consider the relationship between their
economic commitments and other values. The problem generally is not
choosing between something good, like working hard, and something
evil, like laying around the house all day in a drunken stupor. It is
usually choosing between two activities of “undoubted good” that get
in each other’s way, such as working hard and taking one’s children to
the dentist, or serving people through one’s profession and being a
more responsible member of one’s community. These, we recognize
with Dewey, are often more difficult choices than making decisions
between good and evil.

Dewey also draws a useful distinction between customary morality
and reflective morality. The former depends on force of habit, on doing
things the way they have always been done. It is the morality of the
tribe, the ancestral home, the parental rules that have never been ques-
tioned. Reflective morality, in contrast, emerges from conscious delib-
eration. It “springs from the heart, from personal desires and affec-
tions, or from personal insight and rational choice.”"” It often requires
criticizing existing customs and institutions from a new point of view.

Customary morality is of considerable importance because it often
provides a reliable guide in matters of right and wrong. In principle at
least, long-established norms about telling the truth, not stealing from
one’s neighbors, and the like still pertain appropriately to most people
in most situations. Customary morality also serves a positive function
in everyday life simply by permitting us to avoid thinking about some
things. Dewey suggests there is something “sick” about a person who
goes through life questioning the morality of everything. But custom-
ary morality becomes a negative force when people let institutional-
ized norms make their basic decisions for them. The economic realm
can of course be a strong source of customary morality.
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Reflective morality requires conscious effort on the part of the indi-
vidual. It involves questioning one’s behavior, knowing what options
are available, thinking through the consequences of various choices,
and recognizing one’s responsibility to choose wisely. It comes into
play most visibly when people are faced with choices about their basic
values and how to realize these values in their daily lifes. Indeed,
Dewey goes so far as to say that an immoral decision is one that has
been made unreflectively, while a moral act takes the form of a well-
considered judgment. Saying “I meant well” (when things turn out
badly) is not a good excuse, Dewey asserts, because the person prob-
ably did not really pause to reflect on what he or she was about to do.

Unlike customary morality, which can often be articulated in simple
moral dictums, reflective morality cannot be codified in terms of abso-
lute rules. It is instead a matter of theory, process, and character. The-
ory—or, perhaps better, “outlook”—is a frame of reference, a set of
beliefs and values that inform the individual’s thinking. It includes a
conception of individual freedom and responsibility, an understanding
of the importance of reflection itself, and an awareness of the need to
balance self-interest with the needs of others. Process is the ongoing act
of reflection itself. It is not so much a matter of making air-tight, logical
choices, but of bringing one’s outlook into conscious engagement with
one’s experience and behavior. It requires individual soul searching,
but is also a social activity, benefiting from formal education, reading,
and interacting with others. “Character” signals the fact that reflective
morality is integrally rooted in the self. This means moral worth is as-
cribed less to single, discrete activities than to longer-term patterns of
behavior. It also means that morality and the self are fundamentally
intertwined in a mutually reinforcing, and hopefully upward, spiral of
development. In short, moral reflection is conducive to personal
growth.”

In American society (probably in most societies), economic modes of
moral argumentation command enormous respect. They do so because
they are rooted in powerful institutions that compete to derive profits
from the appropriation and deployment of scarce resources. These in-
stitutions provide the only places in which most people can find gain-
ful employment, and these same institutions search constantly for new
markets, attempting to define people as consumers and lure them into
consumerist activities. The “lifeworld” in which people live is, as Ger-
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man sociologist Jiirgen Habermas has put it, increasingly subject to the
“colonizing” forces of these institutions.”!

But economic demands stem as much from the ways in which people
think as from the power of multinational corporations or commercial
advertising agencies. The citizens of democratic societies may be ideo-
logically opposed to Marxism, but they are nevertheless Marxists in
practice, taking it for granted that economic considerations are funda-
mental. They talk about economic laws and principles as the determin-
ing features of human behavior, view the entire future more favorably
when the economy is good than when it is bad, and simply assume that
certain economic realities exist. They base their thinking on how much
certain investments will earn, or how much certain items will cost, and
throughout history they have been driven to war to protect the raw
materials and transportation routes on which their way of life depends.

Economic thinking thus becomes a powerful form of legitimation.
Even the most “scientific” arguments presented by economists gener-
ally go beyond mere descriptive statements to draw normative conclu-
sions about what is right and good. “It is an extremely rare economist,”
writes sociologist Alan Wolfe, “who stops at the point of simply assert-
ing the ethical benefits of self-interest; most continue on to make a
point about obligations to others as well: because the pursuit of my
self-interest contributes to some collective good ... my obligation to
you is to do what is best for me.”?” We have, in short, adopted a “mar-
ket mentality,” as Karl Polanyi termed it some years ago, that reifies the
economic institutions we have created, turning them into forces we no
longer believe we can control or even resist, but at the same time mak-
ing of this necessity a moral virtue.”

Because of the enormous legitimating power of these economic as-
sumptions, a reasonable place to begin in identifying the characteristics
of an ideal moral discourse is to say that it must be capable of challeng-
ing economic norms and providing alternative ways of thinking. Moral
discourse with this capacity may invoke a variety of substantive argu-
ments, but these arguments should be based on something other than
economic calculations or assumptions about economic laws alone. To
carry authority, they are also likely to need institutional moorings.
Thus, it would be more likely to find these moral languages in institu-
tions such as families, neighborhoods, voluntary associations, public
interest groups, universities, and religious communities than to imag-
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ine them existing simply in the abstract.* These are the institutions in

which values are learned and reinforced voluntarily, as part of per-
sonal discretion, unlike political institutions that impose collective
norms on individuals through coercion and principles of legality.

In saying that moral discourse should be capable of challenging eco-
nomic assumptions, it should also be stated that moral restraint need
not be inimical to hard work, material success, self-interest, or other
canons of the economic life. It should only be understood, contrary to
what economists have often argued, that moral conduct is not necessar-
ily the same as, or always compatible with, these economic norms. For
example, a value such as freedom is not necessarily contingent on eco-
nomic growth, and hard work and material success do not necessarily
indicate a life of moral virtue.

As long as moral discourse can be distinguished from economic
norms, it can guide and constrain economic behavior in at least two
ways. Internal to the economic realm itself, it can influence the norms
governing economic behavior, causing these norms to be guided by
ethical considerations as well as self-interest. Externally, it can establish
the outer limits of the economic realm, showing where its assumptions
and demands no longer apply. It can lead a parent, for instance, to
spend time with a child, not as an “investment,” but for the sake of the
human relationship itself.

It is also worth remembering that morals and ethics have always (but
perhaps especially so in modern societies) focused particular attention
on the individual. This is because matters of right and wrong, and of
what is more or less desirable, are understood to be matters of choice.
For these choices to be legitimate, the individual must be able to make
sense of them, giving reasons (if only in private) why something is an
appropriate thing to do. Moral discourse is composed not so much of
abstract principles but of personalized narratives, told to ourselves as
much as to anyone else, to explain who we are, why we are good and
decent human beings, and how we should respond to the choices we
experience. Moreover, these choices have significant consequences for
our lives, determining not only how time and energy are spent but also
what values will be realized. Indeed, they play a significant role, as
Dewey reminds us, in shaping the kind of self we will become. They
involve the deepest longings and aspirations of the individual and are
fundamentally concerned with how to live the good life. “Human



MAKING CHOICES 57

spirit” is thus an appropriate reference for much of what moral dis-
course is about.

But moral discourse is also concerned with more than the individual,
for implicit in it are assumptions about civil society. Individuals can
make moral decisions only if civil society guarantees certain basic
rights, such as respect for the individual and freedom of choice. More-
over, it is largely through the informal networks of association of
which civil society is composed that the individual learns to practice
reflective morality and finds ways to integrate these reflections with
everyday behavior. At the same time, moral discourse generally as-
sumes that the good life for the individual depends on sociality, friend-
ship, and a sense of community. Hence, notions of responsibility to
others and identification with the whole society in which one lives are
also integral features of moral discourse.

For moral discourse to be effective, it must provide clear, unam-
biguous guidance about how to live individually and collectively. If it
does not, people will be unable to make informed choices and in the
face of uncertainty may well follow the dictates of unstated economic
assumptions rather than consciously placing limits around these as-
sumptions. But moral discourse should also provide room for a wide
range of individual choices and lifestyles. Modern society is too di-
verse, too complex, too changeable for moral discourse to be codified
as authoritative behavioral maxims. Communities of moral discourse
function best when they provide opportunities for collective reflection
and role models to emulate. Moral strictures may discourage greed and
ambition as a general rule, yet provide arguments about individual
talent or social service that legitimate exceptional endeavors for a few.
Reasons for not following the rest of the herd, and stories of people who
make a difference by leading alternative lives, may be one of the most
beneficial functions moral discourse can provide.

In all this, it should also be evident that moral discourse, while terri-
bly personal, must be a feature of the public life of any society. It must
be codified in language, in the common stock of tradition and narra-
tive, so that it can be communicated and provide a basis for shared
understandings. Without this public dimension, moral discourse could
not be transmitted intergenerationally or internalized to the point that
it becomes taken for granted. This means that moral discourse, as dis-
course, matters in its own right and is distinguishable from ethical
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behavior. What people say about their lives—how they talk about
greed and ambition—is at least as important as the implicit social
norms that can be inferred from how they behave.

An ideal moral discourse, then, is one that can challenge, question,
guide, and set limits around the economic sphere by giving voice to
deeper considerations of what is good for the individual and the soci-
ety. Rather than setting up an autonomous conception of morality that
can be fulfilled entirely within the economic realm itself, it forces ques-
tions to be raised about the connections between this realm and
broader conceptions of the human spirit. It provides a way of thinking
and talking about what is legitimate that necessitates discussion of
human values. In doing so, it makes room for diverse talents and inter-
ests but also defines broad categories in which thinking can take place
and questions of good and bad—and, even more importantly, ques-
tions of better and best—can be deliberated.



Chapter Three

MORAL TRADITION: THE LOST AMBIVALENCE
IN AMERICAN CULTURE

restraint dates far back in history. It can be found in ancient reli-

gious texts and in the ethical writings of the Greeks and Romans.
It was present in medieval religious injunctions against usury and was
carried forward by the Protestant reformers” emphasis on stewardship
and the Enlightenment philosophes’ effort to derive principles of com-
passion and civic virtue from natural law. All these traditions came
together to make the moralist literature in our own society particularly
strong during the first half of the nineteenth century. Though eclipsed
by the social and political theories of the later nineteenth century, ques-
tions of moral obligation were once an important part of our under-
standings of economic behavior. If we are to grasp the origins of our
discontent with the material life, therefore, we must look beyond the
current language of stress and overwork and seek to rediscover the
moral ambivalence toward economic pursuits that lies deep within our
own tradition.

THE IDEA THAT economic behavior can be regulated by moral

Max WEBER AND THE QUESTION OF MORAL LIMITS

Nearly a century ago, Max Weber recognized the power of these value-
based moral obligations when he asked how it was possible for people
in the West to engage so enthusiastically in acquisitive capitalism. It
was our ethical teachings, he argued, that encouraged a life of ascetic
devotion to hard work, thrift, and the accumulation of wealth. But
Western civilization was also distinctive, Weber argued, in not advanc-
ing absolute values that placed serious restrictions on the pursuit of
wealth. In all other civilizations people had been taught to prefer honor
to riches, happiness to wealth, salvation to material possessions. Only
in western Europe, and then in America, did people strive continu-
ously for economic gain as the ultimate end of their existence. Citing
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Benjamin Franklin as the epitome of this incessant quest, Weber la-
mented, “Man is dominated by the making of money, by acquisition as
the ultimate purpose of his life.”!

If Weber’s analysis is correct, we in the modern West are unique in
having no values higher than that of material acquisition. Study after
study has in fact followed Weber’s lead in arguing that the values we
do have largely encourage, rather than inhibit, economic pursuits.
America is, after all, the land of the success ethic, the self-made man,
the rags-to-riches hero. Benjamin Franklin was but one of numerous
examples Weber could have chosen. Businessmen throughout our na-
tion’s history have extolled hard work as moral virtue, associated
morality with wealth, and depicted themselves as contributors to the
common good. And they have not been alone: politicians, writers, and
religious leaders have all joined their cause. Their moral admonitions,
these studies have concluded, only contributed to the American obses-
sion with economic success. Apparently Weber was directly on target
in claiming that we have made acquisition our ultimate end.?

But, as so often with Weber, we are only half right if we understand
him this way. In addition to the ethic of acquisitive capitalism, there is
a deep tradition of moral criticism in our culture that seeks to restrict
the economic life. If the biblical precepts we inherited from the Puritans
counseled a life of hard work, our moral tradition cautions against the
material realm as well. The same nursery rthymes that warned little
boys against idleness taught them that “all work and no play makes
Jack a dull boy,” and the lessons that instructed little girls to be “busy
as a bee” also reminded them to be “gentle as a dove.”> Weber was
never unmindful of the complexities of such moral arguments, choos-
ing only to focus on certain themes to the neglect of others in order to
understand the origins of Western capitalism.

Ours in reality is a society conditioned by fundamental moral ambiv-
alence toward the economic life. Evidence of this ambivalence is, in
fact, present even in the figure of Benjamin Franklin. Despite all the
admonitions from Franklin that Weber and others have cited—about
time being money, waste resulting in want, and diligence leading to
economic success—Franklin himself did not regard acquisition as the
ultimate purpose of his life. He was the one who took two hours for
lunch each day and quit working promptly at 6 p.m. in order to spend
his evenings reading and thinking. Rather than devoting himself end-
lessly to the pursuit of economic gain, he retired from business at the
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early age of 42 and spent the last half of his life in public service and
intellectual pursuits. He was, to be sure, disciplined, hard working, and
well organized, but his economic pursuits knew strict moral restraints.

Like others of his day, Franklin was inspired by the republican ideal
of civic virtue and by the Enlightenment’s zeal for science, philosophy,
and practical knowledge. As it was for a majority of Americans, the
biblical tradition was an even more important source of teachings
about the limits of economic pursuits. If that tradition was the source of
Puritan discipline and frugality, it was also the origin of moral teach-
ings that placed God above mammon. If it counseled believers to be
diligent in their work, it also taught them to refrain from working on
the Sabbath. It asserted that the love of money is the root of all evil, and
that no man can love two masters, but must choose the spiritual life,
being a devoted churchgoer and family member first and foremost, not
a person bent single-mindedly on work and the acquisition of wealth.
Having to labor for one’s bread might be the expected state of human-
kind, but it was also part of Adam’s curse, whereas spirituality was
signaled by the Garden of Eden, the contemplative life, the heavenly
realm. Love of God and love of neighbor were higher callings than
mean, selfish, vulgar striving for economic gain. Work, money, and
material possessions were all necessary aspects of the human condi-
tion, but their importance was hedged by a deeply held conviction that
life was much more than these.

The ambivalence that many people express today toward economic
pursuits is thus scarcely new. The same ambivalence can be found
throughout our nation’s history, and it is not simply the by-product, as
news stories would sometimes lead us to believe, of undesirable work-
ing conditions and economic pressures of the moment. Burnout may be
what we call it, but the desire to quit working and pursue other inter-
ests has a long history, as does our ambivalence toward money and
material goods. We do not feel ambivalent toward the economic life
simply because we grow weary of working and want a vacation, or
because we are satiated by too many possessions, or even because we
have become frustrated by being underpaid and underappreciated.
These are simply the vocabularies most readily available for expressing
our ambivalence. They tell us we have done enough and need to stop,
just as Benjamin Franklin’s daily schedule told him it was time to turn
his attention to higher pursuits.

But the ambivalence Americans feel toward work and money speaks
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in an uncertain and wavering voice. Especially in comparison with the
loud demands we hear to work harder, to be more productive, to get
rich, and to buy more things, the opposing yearnings are often faint
voices indeed. If we hear moral injunctions at all, they are the stern
voices of the Puritans and their descendants, telling us to be more dili-
gent, more dedicated to our work, and more successful economically.
They encourage us to spend longer hours at the office, to induce our
employees to do the same, to orient our children at an early age toward
lucrative careers, and to accumulate enough wealth to do all the things
wealth supposedly can buy. What we hear is a distorted, one-sided
version of our moral tradition. What we need to rediscover is that other
strand of our moral heritage that placed positive limitations on our
economic striving. In this tradition, we did not limit our work or our
wealth because we were too tired, stressed, lazy, or lacking in ambition,
but because there were higher dimensions of human existence to be
pursued.

THE TRADITION OF ASCETIC MORALISM

The moralist tradition that flourished so prominently in American cul-
ture during the first half of the nineteenth century drew heavily from
biblical Christianity. Its leading figures were preachers, or sons of
preachers who had received theological training before moving on to
careers as academics and writers, and its popular expressions were
often framed in the biblical language of hymns, religious tracts, and
children’s books. Moralist arguments varied in what they considered
acceptable economic behavior, but a dominant strand of moralist think-
ing held the economic realm to be subject to strict moral obligations. It
deplored what Jonathan Edwards in the previous century had de-
scribed as the “niggardly, selfish spirit” prevalent in the land and coun-
seled citizens to temper this spirit with Christian virtue.*

Like the earlier Puritan tradition that encouraged hard work and ma-
terial acquisition, moralist arguments encouraged people to live an as-
cetic life of duty and sobriety. Morality, wrote Yale theologian Nathan-
iel Taylor, consists of rules derived from right principles that “govern
the man” by enforcing a duty or obligation to engage in “right conduct
toward our fellow men in all respects.”” Ascetic duty in this tradition
meant curbing material wants and even restricting one’s devotion to
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gainful employment in order to pursue higher ends. For Taylor, the
selfishness epitomized by the trader was the “very substance of moral
degradation.”® In contrast, he encouraged persons desiring to lead a
virtuous life to “make some sacrifices of private interest for others’
good by a largeness of liberality, and an extent of beneficence propor-
tioned to your known ability” and to “leave no ground for the suspi-
cion that you have not another and a better spirit than the world
around you.”’

Many of the ascetic moralists asserted the existence of divine laws
that established the outer limits of acceptable economic practice and
encouraged a Puritan-like obedience to the duties they implied. Stray
beyond these limits and an individual or society would surely pay the
consequences; abide by them and things would go well. “He who re-
stricts his desires within the limit which these laws prescribe,” pro-
claimed New England preacher Francis Wayland in a noted 1837 ser-
mon on the subject, “will be free from unnecessary anxiety; he will be
delivered from all temptation to coveting, envy, and over-reaching.””

Moralist teachings, like economic arguments today, often reflected
the mood of their times. When the economy was flourishing, less atten-
tion was paid to the moral limits governing it than when times were
bad. Wayland’s discourse, for example, was prompted by the Crash of
1837. This debacle provided him an occasion to lecture his audience in
Providence, Rhode Island, on the scourge of windfall profits and spec-
ulation. Underlying the moralists” specific arguments and injunctions,
however, was a common core of assumptions about the limits of eco-
nomic reality. Anything that violated the civil law, such as fraud, was
clearly a breech of morality as well. Within these bounds there was
considerable latitude, even positive support, for such virtues as hard
work, frugality, and acquisitiveness. But the moralists also held in deep
regard the human proclivity for vice (as in Wayland’s reference to
temptation). Ever present was the passion for an easy dollar, a quick
profit, and an exceptional gain.

The basis for these teachings was a deeply rooted theological tradi-
tion in which virtue and vice constituted the core constructs of a uni-
versal ethical system. Virtue derived essentially from the two great
commandments of the biblical tradition: love of God and love of neigh-
bor. These were regarded as immutable rules revealed by divine inspi-
ration to the writers of the Bible. They were often reinforced with refer-
ences to the inscrutible wisdom of God and the need to live with the
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afterlife constantly in mind. “Act not as mere creatures of this life . . .
but act as immortals” was familiar advice.’

But the rules of a virtuous life could also be translated in terms famil-
iar to the growing emphasis on human life in the present world. To
love God was to revere holiness, beauty, truth, and all goodness; to
love one’s neighbors was to cherish justice and benevolence and
to avoid lying, fraud, and deceit. This commandment would “dispose
to all suitable carriage between husbands and wives; and it would dis-
pose children to obey their parents; parents not to provoke their chil-
dren unto wrath; servants to be obedient to their masters, not with eye
service, but in singleness of heart; and masters to exercise gentleness
and goodness towards their servants,” Jonathan Edwards had pro-
claimed in 1738."° A century later, theologians like Taylor and Wayland
could add that these principles were consistent with reason and human
happiness.

Consistent with the Protestant work ethic to which Weber had
drawn attention, much of the moralists’ concern was directed against
the economic consequences of undercommitment, or idleness as it was
commonly called. Schoolbooks and children’s literature were particu-
larly preoccupied with the immorality of such figures as “Lazy Slo-
kins” and “Jacky Idle.” An individual who worked hard for the wealth
he accumulated could not be faulted, even if he worked exceptionally
hard; the one who could be faulted was the person who wanted the
same rewards but was unwilling to work or save and therefore en-
gaged in deceit, speculation, and marginal financial schemes. But there
was also a significant argument about the limits even of honest work
and frugality.

Ascetic moralists were well aware that work was a necessary ele-
ment of human life, but they regarded it as a means rather than an end
in itself. Happiness depended on it, just as did the ability to achieve
one’s goals; increasingly, it became the way to avoid such weaknesses
of the flesh as worry and depression as well. But this did not mean that
an obsessive devotion to gainful employment was the way to live. A
balanced life was the ideal. “Are we to be always at work [and] attend
to our ... labors all the day long?” queried one writer. “By no means!”
In his view, “all work and no play would soon enfeeble both body and
mind.”"

Moreover, the nineteenth-century concept of work included much
more than gainful employment in pursuit of material rewards. It also
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included the domestic labor involved in raising children properly, the
time one might spend on public service or helping unfortunate neigh-
bors, a student’s quest for truth, an artist’s search for beauty, or the
disciplined activity that individuals like Benjamin Franklin devoted to
improving their moral character. To say that there were few limits to
work meant only that disciplined activity was enjoined as moral behav-
ior, for even the kingdom of heaven was deemed to be a place where
the saints “worked” in their service to God and worshipful endeavors.
How one worked, and to what one’s activities were devoted neverthe-
less constituted ethical restrictions on those activities concerned specif-
ically with economic productivity. Substituting these mundane activi-
ties for the higher aims to which the human spirit was called meant
subverting the divine law itself.

The point at which work came to be in positive violation of moral
virtue was when it succumbed to excessive competitiveness. Normal
competition in business was to be expected and was healthy for the
economy, but individuals could also be tempted to overreach their
neighbors, to work and save simply to show them up or to get the best
of them. Even if a person was diligent in these activities the desire to
overshadow someone else was a sign of moral deficiency. The problem
with excessive competitiveness—indeed, the way to know if it was ex-
cessive—was that it substituted a wrong for a more rightful end. The
proper end of economic activity was to contribute usefully to the good,
or happiness, of all. When one did this, his or her own profit was justi-
fied, but excessive competitiveness replaced this proper end with the
pursuit of one’s own glory. Pride was the vice that made this a moral
evil. Trying to accumulate wealth, simply to outshine a neighbor,
meant one was concerned foremost with individual aggrandizement
and display. The morally correct attitude, therefore, was to be diligent
in one’s work for the benefit of all and not to be seduced by fantasies of
how well one was doing compared with others.

This argument gave some basis for moralist criticisms of what Thor-
stein Veblen would a century later label conspicuous consumption and
even at the time reinforced popular skepticism toward the elite who
lived ostentatiously on inherited wealth or riches derived from specu-
lation. Citizens were admonished not to let their desires rise faster than
their means, thus finding themselves with more than enough but still
dissatisfied. “I am cursed with the gratification of all my wishes and the
fruition of all my hopes,” lamented the character in one tale. “I have
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wasted my life in the acquisition of riches that only awakened new
desires. . . . I have everything I wish, yet enjoy nothing.”**

Such laments occasioned admonitions directed especially toward
those who seemed to value riches and material possessions more than
the socially benevolent ends to which those means should be put. They
encouraged people of wealth to contribute money to their churches
and other charitable causes, or at least to plow profits back into their
businesses, rather than spending them on luxury goods. “The richer . . .
a man is,” advised one writer in a typical formulation, “the greater is
the obligation upon him to employ his gifts in lessening the sum of
human misery.”13 For the vast middle and working classes, such advice
may have done little to discourage hard work and monetary accumula-
tion, and yet for them, keeping work in proper perspective as a means
to higher ends was at least a way of relieving some of its drudgery and
routine. “Once let a man convert his business into an instrument of
honor, benevolence, and patriotism,” Henry Ward Beecher advised,
“and from that moment it is transfigured, and men judge its dignity
and merit, not by what it externally is, but by what it has done, and
can do.”™

The moral limits restricting overzealousness in work and the pursuit
of wealth also came from a different form of moralist argument. Less
overtly, it was commonly assumed in moralist teachings of the period
that the economic life was curbed by a host of other duties and respon-
sibilities: to one’s church, family, and community. In all these areas,
responsibility was above all a matter of priority, an attitude, or proper
way of thinking. The moralists cited biblical injunctions against the love
of money to show that acquisitiveness could become an obsession. The
proper attitude was to use one’s time and talents wisely. If prosperity
resulted, then so be it, but to worry about prosperity, or focus all one’s
attention on financial schemes, was to blind oneself to the other realms
of life requiring one’s attention.

A person’s responsibility to the church consisted of the regular devo-
tional duties needed to remind him or her of the moral law: daily
prayer and Bible reading, communion with the saints, worship, assis-
tance in the administration of church offices. All these took time away
from work. Obedience to the Sabbath and the tithe was a concrete way
of showing respect for God’s ultimate dominion over, if not actual
ownership of, the individual’s time and money. The moralists also
thought it of utmost importance to keep God at the center of one’s
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mental priorities. The proper attitude was to apply one’s time and tal-
ents responsibly in a chosen vocation—and trust God for the increase.
Spending additional time scheming about the future or figuring out
ways to achieve explicit monetary goals was to put too much trust in
oneself. The result would be a preoccupation with the material at the
expense of the spiritual. “When all that we possess is at the disposal of
events which seem to depend upon second causes, and when our only
resource is our own sagacity,” Francis Wayland warned, “there is a
special tendency to forgetfulness of God and to trusting exclusively to
our own understanding. Hence, this mode of accumulation tends to
render men morally thoughtless, and to foster presumption and practi-
cal atheism.”"

Family was the next essential priority after one’s commitment to
God. If self-interest described the natural human attitude toward work
and money, this attitude was to be curbed by the virtue commonly
known as benevolence. And benevolence was expected to begin at
home, if only because one was more likely to be mindful of the needs
of one’s family than of strangers. As Samuel Hopkins, a leading disci-
ple of Jonathan Edwards, noted in an 1811 sermon: “[the] benevolent
care of the members of the family to which he belongs, will be exercised
in a higher degree, and more constantly, and with greater sensibility,
than towards those of other families; especially if he be the head of it.”*®
Family responsibilities included providing for the material needs of
one’s offspring but went beyond this to emphasize moral and spiritual
tutelage.

In moralist discourse responsibility to the community also tempered
economic behavior, even though the two were not incompatible.
Through one’s work and investments a person could create products
beneficial to other people, but civic duty also required more. The re-
sponsible person had a duty to keep abreast of the needs of the commu-
nity, to bear arms in its defense, and to participate in public meetings.
Benevolence was to extend beyond one’s family and temper the “pru-
dence” of the individual who cared for his own interests, as one moral
fable instructed, with the “good, amiable, sincere, and free” traits asso-
ciated with generosity."” The generous person also had a special re-
sponsibility to the poor. Other than individual charity to help the poor,
civic duty sometimes required little in the way of active community
service, but moralist teachings were clear in their admonitions against
anything that might contribute to the oppression of the poor. Anything
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from risky schemes that would artificially drive up the price of necessi-
ties to cut-throat business practices that sacrificed jobs for higher prof-
its was morally reprehensible.

Besides specifying duties to family, church, and community, the as-
cetic moralists also recognized a responsibility to oneself. The human
spirit, they argued, consisted of more than a pecuniary or physical
need. Wealth should not be an end in itself, nor should one’s time be
devoted exclusively to the procurement of material benefits; there were
higher pursuits to be cultivated, especially those that helped the indi-
vidual to “subdue every sordid and selfish inclination.”"® People
should thus strive to improve themselves, to gain wisdom by reading
and meditating, and, in general, “to learn to prefer what is really good
to what only appears so.”" Moralist teachings recognized the value of
pursuing the true, the good, and the beautiful, for these were the natu-
ral manifestations of God’s glory, the handiwork that God had placed
on Earth for the shared enjoyment of humankind. “I would be busy,”
intoned one of Isaac Watts’s hymns, “in books, or words, or healthful
play.”* Especially the individual who gained the means to do so had a
moral obligation—to God, to nature, to the moral law—to curtail the
pursuit of additional gain and devote time to these other pursuits.

The logic of moralist discourse, then, was to restrict economic behav-
ior primarily by setting up a conception of absolute ends that were
worthy of the individual’s highest devotion. Worship of God, responsi-
bility toward family, benevolence, and self-improvement were among
these ends. Work, money, and material possessions were regarded not
as fundamental ends, but as necessary means to these ends. Governing
these means, the dictates of conscience, of honesty, diligence, and an
ethic of love also stood high on the list of moralist virtues. These were
principles, set forth by God, but consistent also with reason and with
what was good for the human spirit. As such, they were binding, plac-
ing duties and obligations upon the individual.

THE TRADITION OF EXPRESSIVE MORALISM

In addition to the theologically oriented moralists who emphasized di-
vinely mandated ethical obligations, a secondary tradition also emerged
that, despite being less prominent, challenged the supremacy of mun-
dane economic pursuits in an even more basic way. In this tradition,
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the needs of the human soul gained greater emphasis as legitimating
arguments relative to conceptions of divine mandate alone. The natural
longings of the human spirit were emphasized, as indeed was nature
itself. Influenced by the British and Continental romanticists, it was
advanced by prominent writers and academics, although it also shared
visibly with the other tradition the pulpits of many New England and
mid-Atlantic preachers. Rather than simply pointing up absolute val-
ues limiting the economic realm, its writers often questioned the basic
meanings of work, wealth, well-being, and related concepts. Asceti-
cism was by no means absent, but happiness, self-fulfillment, and play
were more clearly in evidence here than in the other tradition.

This variant of nineteenth-century moralism also had deep roots in
the biblical tradition. Jonathan Edwards, whose “Sinner in the Hands
of an Angry God” would hardly make him a likely candidate to do so,
had already provided a strong argument for the pursuit of personal
happiness and self-fulfillment. “Self-love,” he wrote, causes the person
to become “little and ignoble”; but the Christian-spirited person lives
in such a way that the self “is as it were extended and enlarged.”*' For
Edwards, the problem was not one of loving yourself, seeking your
own happiness, or pursuing your own interests. It was, rather, the rela-
tive importance one attached to these pursuits over a love of God and
neighbor. Emphasizing the latter would help keep the former in per-
spective. Thinking about the happiness of others would guarantee
one’s own happiness, but the reverse was not true. He likened the rela-
tion to that of servant and master. With a strong master, a conscien-
tious servant is a man to be admired, but if the master is absent or
weak, the same conscientious servant may become too powerful.

More characteristic of this tradition than Edwards, though, were the
works of Henry David Thoreau in literature and Horace Bushnell in
theology. Writers with as diverse views as Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Henry Ward Beecher, as well as many lesser-known literary figures
and preachers, also contributed to the moralist critique of economic
behavior. Their work drew inspiration both from the pietistic strand in
American theology that was evident even in some of the Puritan writ-
ings and from the new literary influences that were beginning to be
evident among American intellectuals, especially those associated with
the Transcendentalist movement.” Although this tradition of moralist
thought is often characterized as sentimental and idealistic, epitomized
by Thoreau’s retreat to Walden Pond, its leading writers were deeply
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concerned with such practical matters as how to think about work and
money, just as Benjamin Franklin had been. Even the first, and longest,
chapter of Walden, it will be recalled, is devoted to economics.

Well before the Civil War, the writers associated with this tradition
were already concerned with the seeming lack of moral restrictions on
economic life. “There are no bounds among us to the restless desire to
be better off,” asserted Henry W. Bellows in the inaugural issue of
American Review in 1845.% Writers in this tradition were also beginning
to argue that commercial activity as practiced in the United States was
conditioned by social circumstances in a way that was unnatural to the
human soul. The contrast drawn was between pressures in the cultural
environment and what corresponded with nature. Unlike the ascetic
moralists, references to the divine were generally absent in these argu-
ments, recourse instead being made to the distinction that had arisen
during the Enlightenment between civilization and nature, between
man in the artificial surroundings imposed by society and man as he
was intended to be prior to these corrupting influences.

In this literature economic activity to secure the basic necessities of
life was considered desirable, or at least inevitable, but economic activ-
ity devoted to the pursuit of wealth or emanating from a desire to
outdo one’s peers was regarded as undesirable. On the one side fell
happiness, cheerfulness, lightheartedness, and mental vigor; against
these were pitted emaciation of health, wretched and demoralizing in-
fluences, excessive stimuli, becoming worn out, and having one’s
thoughts debased by focusing on low objects. Under the present sys-
tem, work became a curse as the scriptures indicated it would after the
fall of Adam. Individuals labored at everything, even the things they
were supposed to be doing to have fun or to relax. Money became an
end in itself, and people identified too closely with their possessions
and judged each other according to material standards.

Those who contributed to these arguments already found much in
the Puritan work ethic and the industrial revolution to denounce. It
was time, they argued, for Americans to wake up to the excesses that
had been ushered in by the eighteenth century. The nineteenth should
follow a different path. Instead of continuing to pursue more and more
wealth, becoming a nation of mere money changers, Americans should
pause to take stock of what they had already accomplished and then
rededicate their energies to the cultivation of the human spirit. Trade,
these writers knew, would not cease, but their call was for trade to be
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placed in perspective. Instead of commercial society being the Prom-
ised Land, it should be seen as the Wilderness.

For all its affinity with the biblical tradition, the newer romanticist
literature distinguished itself sharply from the older moralist interpre-
tation of that tradition. Theological moralism, it claimed, was a Puritan
perversion, giving a dour countenance to the human spirit. The most
striking problem with moralism was its denial of play and of pleasure.
Deny these, said a precursor of modern frustration-aggression theory,
and the outcome will be wickedness and vice. “We are to conceive that
the highest and complete state of man, that which his nature endeav-
ors after, and in which only it fulfills its sublime instinct, is the state
of play,” reasoned the prominent Hartford clergyman Horace Bush-
nell* Accordingly, human nature requires a healthy outlet for its
playfulness.

When moralism, or business itself, becomes too serious, people will
become morally bankrupt, barren, devoted only to the surface appear-
ances of the moral life, but secretly obsessed with greed and ambition.
Asked Bushnell: “Who that considers the ethereal nature of a soul can
conceive that the doom of work is anything more than a temporary
expedient, introduced or suffered to perfect our discipline? To imagine
a human creature dragged along, or dragging himself along, under the
perpetual friction of work, never to ascend above it; a creature in God’s
image, aching for God'’s liberty, beating ever vainly and with crippled
wings, that he may lift himself into some freer, more congenial element;
this, I say, were no better than quite to despair of man.””

Against a rigid morality, writers such as Bushnell argued for a
clearer affirmation of the goodness to which human energy could be
devoted. A life of conscience needed to be replaced by a commitment
to the heart. The stale rules governing the respectable commercial class
needed to be rethought from the ground up. Mercantile honesty was
not the same thing as genuine honesty. More importantly, people
should govern their lives not so much by the fear of evil but by a love
of good. Meaning what? Less calculated righteousness and more spon-
taneous generosity. Less sobriety and more cheerfulness. Less deliber-
ateness and more exuberance. Less propriety and more grace.

The assumption in this literature was of course that people could
somehow escape the rigors of having to work constantly to earn a liv-
ing. Its audience was the commercial middle class; its counsel to this
class was to halt the incessant pursuit of more, and to use its economic
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resources to pursue life itself. Henry Bellows’s admonition in this re-
gard was clear: “Sooner than slave from morning to night at business,
we would counsel any man conscious of inward resources, of the desire
to cultivate his better nature, his social feelings, his tastes, his generous
and cheerful sentiments, to give it up altogether as soon as the most
moderate competency is secured; to seek the country—to occupy some
of our rich western lands—to do any thing which will give him time to
enjoy domestic pleasures, to rear his children, to acquaint himself with
nature, to read, to meditate.”?

But the tension in this strand of moralist thought was not so much
between work and play, taken literally, as between conventional eco-
nomic assumptions about life and a deeper vision of the human spirit.
Thoreau probably expressed the contrast best when he asserted that
“most of the luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, are not
only not indispensable, but positive hindrances to the elevation of
mankind.”” Unlike many of the other moralists, he refused to link eco-
nomic behavior and higher values in a means-ends continuum. In-
stead, he argued for the necessity of taking a fresh perspective on eco-
nomic life itself. Wealth was a burden, not an opportunity; work itself
might be inescapable, but working at enjoying the sunset might be
preferable to building a railroad.

Perhaps more than anything else, the literary force of this form of
moralist writing challenged the reader to rethink the common classifi-
cation scheme in which work and money were normally understood.
Through such devices as terming the wealthy the most impoverished
class of all or using business terms in alien contexts, as Thoreau did in
saying he had sunk all his capital in trying to hear what was in the
wind, writers called into question standard arguments about economic
life.® Their purpose was not so much to denigrate the value of hard
work, but to show that work and play were matters of perspective and
definition. “There is a laborious ease, and even a laborious idleness,”
Horace Bushnell cautioned.” What people pursued as pleasure was
often more work than what they did for a living. The important thing
was to find some way to be impulsive, spontaneous, nonpurposive.
These were the higher pursuits of the soul. Where one found them was
likely to be variable, unpredictable. “What everybody echoes or in si-
lence passes by as true today may turn out to be falsehood tomorrow,
mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would
sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields,” observed Thoreau.*
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THE EcLIPSE OF MORAL DISCOURSE

The logic of the nineteenth-century moralists thus provided a basis for
curbing the economic life. Mainstream moralist arguments invoked a
means-ends continuum, limiting economic pursuits to the realm of
means, always to be considered secondary to one’s primary commit-
ments to God, family, community, and self. Romanticist arguments
were not dissimilar but paid greater attention to the natural needs of
the human spirit, its affinity with nature, and its need for elevation, in
contrast with the lower pursuits of commerce and trade. Both paid
high tribute to the interior life of the soul and the pursuit of individual
worth, the one emphasizing self-improvement, the other self-emanci-
pation. But these arguments also contained formulations that weak-
ened their effectiveness in curbing economic appetites, and as the
nineteenth century progressed, moral considerations were gradually
excluded from economic discussions.

Moralist arguments were at best ambiguous with respect to the rela-
tionship between morality and prosperity. Some writers asserted
clearly that the purpose of leading a moral life was not to ensure one’s
material advancement. “Not by adding ... does the moral sentiment
help us,” Emerson asserted, “no, but in quite another manner. It puts
us in place. It centres, it concentrates us.”?! But others were more insis-
tent upon demonstrating that moral virtue was not inconsistent with
economic success and, in so arguing, often came close to suggesting
that morality could indeed facilitate prosperity. From insisting that
prosperity be seen as a means to higher ends, it was thus a short step to
reversing this relation, making prosperity the end and morality the
means.

In addition, equating morality with universal truth or divine reason,
rather than private sentiment or intuition, subjected moral criticism to
the growing claims of the new scientific disciplines, including econom-
ics, that sought to derive statements about morality from systematic
reflection and social observation. Moral arguments gradually ceased
being made on the aesthetic and idiosyncratic grounds of writers like
Thoreau and were replaced by assertions about evidence from history
and from social evolution. This transformation gradually resulted in
moral claims being excluded entirely from utilitarian arguments rooted
in statements about the common good.



74 CHAPTER THREE

Then, too, the moralists’ claim that virtue was generally associated
with the common good rather than private ends tended over time to
subordinate arguments about individual needs to those asserting that
the pursuit of self-interest contributed positively to the greatest good of
the greatest number. Increasingly, utilitarian arguments that justified
untrammeled economic ambitions overshadowed the limits that the
moralists had tried to impose on economic life.

As moralist arguments were gradually excluded from debate about
economic issues, the latter came to be regarded increasingly as a do-
main that happily regulated itself for the good of all. It was largely
from the same intellectual context in which the moralists had worked
that this new set of arguments about work and money emerged, even-
tually becoming much more prominent in American thought than
either of the earlier two. The new arguments gained clearest expres-
sion in the emerging social science that referred to itself as political
economy.

The central assumption on which political economists founded their
arguments was that the human spirit is characterized by an unrestrain-
able drive for the accumulation of wealth, even beyond what is neces-
sary for the immediate gratification of wants. This desire for wealth,
they assumed, is in most cases unbounded; it is the principal reason
why people work; and it results in competition. “It is a natural law,”
declared Boston business writer Henry Wood, “that any unusual op-
portunities for gain will call out seekers and competitors.”** Nor was
this drive regarded narrowly as a desire for money as such, but as a
manifestation of the more fundamental human tendency toward ever-
expanding wants and desires. “In contemplating the nature of man and
the circumstances which surround him,” observed George Opdyke in
his 1851 treatise on political economy, “we discover the important fact
that his wants and desires are ever in advance of the means at his com-
mand for satisfying them.” So universal and invariable was this princi-
ple, Opdyke claimed, that it could be called “a fundamental law of
human nature.”” And to this law could be attributed the universal
quest for wealth.

In this assumption the political economists were largely in agree-
ment with the moralists. Adam Smith’s emphasis on self-love differed
little from Jonathan Edwards’s. Where the two differed was in their
evaluation of the human penchant for wealth. Many political econo-
mists admitted their subject matter was one of the lower interests of
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humanity. Some went so far as to describe these interests, in the words
of political economist Francis Bowen, as “the lowest passions of man-
kind, ostentation and ambition, petty rivalry, the love of saving and the
love of gain.”** But whereas the moralists saw them as passions to be
curbed, referring to them as greed, ambition, pride, and self-seeking,
the political economists tended to assume that nothing was likely to
change, that these were fixed characteristics of the human spirit be-
yond moral control; hence, they argued, take selfishness and greed as
operating assumptions and see what the consequences might be.

In discussing the causes and consequences of this penchant for
wealth, political economists also assumed it was necessary to bracket
any consideration of other needs, aspects, or characteristics of the
human spirit. In early writings on political economy (more so than in
later renditions), authors recognized clearly that their subject matter
constituted an abstraction from human reality, rather than an adequate
depiction of that reality. John Stuart Mill framed the matter with char-
acteristic clarity in discussing the intellectual presuppositions of politi-
cal economy as a scientific discipline: “It supposes an arbitrary defini-
tion of a man, as a being who invariably does that by which he may
obtain the greatest amount of necessaries, conveniences, and luxuries,
with the smallest quantity of labor and physical self-denial with which
they can be obtained in the existing state of knowledge.” Moreover, he
observed: “It makes entire abstraction of every other human passion or
motive, except those which may be regarded as perpetually antagoniz-
ing principles to the desire of wealth,—namely, aversion to labor, and
desire of the present enjoyment of costly indulgences.” Noting that po-
litical economy regards humankind to be occupied solely with acquir-
ing and consuming wealth, he also cautioned: “Not that any one was
ever so absurd as to suppose that mankind are really thus constituted,
but because this is the mode in which the science must proceed.”*

Mill’s argument was echoed widely among American political econ-
omists. Staking their claims on an analogy with the physical sciences,
as so many social theorists of the nineteenth century did, political econ-
omists believed it necessary to view economic behavior as a kind of
motion subject to its own law. They recognized that “economic man”
was a theoretical fiction but still a useful invention, much as Newton’s
assumptions about an absence of friction in a vacuum were useful in
understanding the law of gravity. In reality, no individual behaved
only as economic man, and yet the line between theory and reality
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often became blurred as writers tried to apply the principles of political
economy to the world around them. New York Evening Post editor E. L.
Godkin, one of the most influential writers of his time on economics,
insisted for example that the individual desires “to get as much of the
world’s goods as he can with the least possible expenditure of effort or
energy on his own part.”* In Godkin’s view this desire was like a first
law of motion for understanding economic behavior, but it also be-
trayed his understanding of the way in which rational individuals actu-
ally behaved.

Abstracting from reality in this way disallowed from consideration
most of the arguments of the moralists. For Mill, the study of morals or
ethics, the subject matter of which he considered to be “the affections,
the conscience, or feeling of duty, and the love of approbation,” was
explicitly excluded from political economy because it was a separate
science dealing with different laws of human nature.” In practice, this
separation resulted in arguments that nevertheless focused on certain
affections or duties at the exclusion of others. For example, Francis
Bowen put forth this argument to illustrate for the uninitiated reader
how wealth was created by being invested and allowed to circulate
freely: “If the earnings of an artisan for a year have amounted to $300,
he may expend them all upon food, clothing, and amusement. In this
case, he spends them all unproductively,—that is, without expecting a
return or replacement of them. At the year’s end, all the advantage
which remains to him from his year’s labor is, that his strength, health,
and spirits are renewed or replaced, so that he can now go to work and
earn another year’s wages.”* Bowen went on to contrast this artisan
with another who was “frugal and ambitious to grow rich” and for this
reason drank nothing but water and gave up all his amusements. At
the end of the year, the second artisan was able to save $100, which he
invested, and after a year was able to see this investment grow to
$104.50.

Bowen’s purpose was not explicitly to favor the second artisan over
the first, but his language betrays this preference by suggesting that the
first used his wages “unproductively” and found himself with nothing
left but his health and strength. These were meant to be value-neutral
terms associated with the language of the political economist rather
than moral indictments. What is more interesting, though, are the rea-
sons why the first artisan does not save as much as the second. He is
less frugal, less ambitious, given to spending his money on amuse-
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ments, and, we are to suppose by the remark about the second drinking
only water, a patron of taverns. He, in short, reflects the two negative
factors that Mill admits may be of relevance to the political economist:
a dislike of hard work, and a penchant for self-indulgence.

A moralist would have been able to think of other reasons why the
first artisan might not have saved $100. To the ascetic moralist, legiti-
mate reasons for not doing so would have included giving some of his
earnings away in observance of the golden rule, spending the money to
send one of his children to college, or restricting his workweek in order
to devote more time to his family, church, or community. To a preacher
like Bushnell or a writer such as Thoreau, legitimate reasons might
have also included taking time to reflect on higher truths or to learn
about nature.

Political economists defended their exclusive focus on wealth by con-
sidering it the essential means to all other ends. Francis Bowen also
provides an example of this assumption: “I need not apologize for the
science which treats of the creation of wealth, on the ground that it
relates only to one of the lower interests of humanity, and that it is not
of so much moment for an individual or a society to be rich, as it is to
be wise, free, instructed, and virtuous. Wealth is that element of civili-
zation which supports all the others, and that, without it, no progress,
no refinement, no liberal art would be possible.” He adds: “It is that
which vivifies and maintains all the other elements and influences
which dignify humanity and render life desirable.””

Like other political economists, Bowen agreed with writers in the
moralist tradition that wealth is a means and not an end. And yet, by
making it a necessary means, by bracketing consideration of anything
else, and by proclaiming it to be a universal desire, he turned it into
something more. The moralists paid explicit attention to what these
other ends were and how they might conflict with the pursuit of
wealth. In their more extreme statements, they regarded wealth not
even as a means, but in Thoreau’s words, a “positive hinderance” to the
pursuit of wisdom, beauty, and an elevated life.*’

Political economists also assumed that the pursuit of individual self-
interest in economic matters necessarily led to the greatest good of the
larger society. This argument basically took away one of the moralists’
most serious criticisms. They argued that you should keep in mind
serving others or else your work was wrong. In contrast, this argument
said in effect, it does not matter what you think or what your motives



78 CHAPTER THREE

may be; no matter how selfish you are, the common good will still be
served. “When poets, philanthropists, and divines have said their
worst of it, the love of personal acquisition remains the main-spring of
most of the material good thus far achieved on this rugged, prosaic
planet,” Horace Greeley declared in his book on political economy in
1870.*

Self-interested pursuits were not only the means to common material
good; they were also conducive to all the personal virtues advocated by
the moralists. From Montesquieu to Adam Smith, a long tradition of
European thought had pitted self-interest against the baser passions of
human nature, describing the former as a way of restraining the latter.*
Initially, self-interest alone was not regarded as the key to moral re-
straint; rather, a combination of the two was required for a society
based on self-interest to function effectively. Even in the 1830s, when
Alexis de Tocqueville made his historic visit to the United States, it was
possible to proclaim, as Tocqueville did, that the secret of American
strength was not simply self interest, but “self-interest rightly under-
stood”; that is, pursued in the context of moral self-discipline and a
sense of obligation to one’s neighbors.*® Gradually, however, the bal-
ance between self-interest and moral obligation shifted, so that political
economists could increasingly argue that economic man was of neces-
sity a person of moral cultivation as well. Wrote one economist: “Noth-
ing sharpens the faculties and dispels prejudice as effectively as self
interest.”*

This argument also defied the political economists’ own dictum
about bracketing everything else in order to make political economy a
science. Advocates of the new science could not resist the temptation to
turn the tables on the moralists who worshiped God and God’s handi-
work in nature. Here, they said, was an even more profound demon-
stration of a divine law. Surely it was Providence that such willful indi-
vidual behavior could result in collective good. “It is true, that men are
usually selfish in the pursuit of wealth,” Francis Bowen acknowledged,
“but it is a wise and benevolent arrangement of Providence, that even
those who are thinking only of their own credit and advantage are led,
unconsciously but surely, to benefit others.”*

In addition, the political economists chose to focus on government as
the only likely form of intervention in the beneficent progress of the
economic sphere. There is no mention in the writings of these political
economists of the fact that other pursuits might get in the way of the
market or cause people to work less or save less. Despite their belief
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that self-interest benefited the individual morally, their primary focus
was on social betterment, on what might be good for the whole society
rather than for the individual; hence, their concern about government.
And the proper role of government, of course, was only to remove
restrictions on free trade, protect the defenses of the country, and deal
with crime and other overt vice.

In focusing entirely on the relative roles of government and the free
market, political economists managed to exclude from consideration
any concern for the ill effects of economic behavior for the individual.
Bowen, for example, notes that the human passions for accumulation
and consumption may “bring their own penalty upon the individual
who unduly indulges them,” but he does not consider these costs, only
that the social benefit is still positive. Political economy was, thus, blind
to the arguments of the moralists who asserted that economic pursuits,
however beneficial they might be for the larger society, ran in ways
fundamentally contrary to the needs and duties of the human spirit.

What the new science of political economy ushered in was essen-
tially a conception of economic life as a morally benign self-governing
system. Hard work and the selfish pursuit of wealth would result in
social betterment as long as government stayed clear of the market-
place. Fears of the ill effects of unrestrained greed and selfishness were
allayed by the argument that these traits harmed only the individual,
not the society at large. Indeed, in this last argument lay the germ of an
idea that was to become increasingly prominent in subsequent de-
cades; namely, that morality and the pursuit of wealth enjoyed a kind
of symbiotic relationship. By at first delimiting immorality to idleness
and overindulgence, political economists were able to argue that im-
morality necessarily inhibited the successful pursuit of wealth, while
moral behavior contributed positively to material achievement. Later,
this argument was expanded in a way that absorbed many of the other
moralist concerns as well. Dishonesty, paying too little heed to the
needs of other people, and even excessive greed would also hinder the
pursuit of wealth.

THE ATTAINMENT OF CLOSURE
The economic realm thus became a kind of morally closed system. To

the extent that moral concerns were acknowledged, they were consid-
ered, as historian Warren J. Samuels observes, as “nondeliberative
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forces”; that is, as restraints built into the fabric of ordinary social life,
guaranteed by law and custom, and reinforced by the pursuit of wealth
itself.* There was no need for moral preachments because wealth itself
would be the reward for doing good, poverty the fruit of doing ill.
People would simply toil away, driven by the desire for material
goods, staying within the realm of common moral decency in order to
better achieve these ends. Nothing need be said about other human
ends that might conflict with the desire for wealth. Those could sup-
posedly be purchased with the wealth one attained.

By the end of the nineteenth century, industrial growth coupled with
social Darwinism and a deepening faith in scientific principles had
done much to extend the assumptions of the political economists well
beyond their own ranks. Survival of the fittest implied that individuals
should work hard to succeed and that success could be taken as a sign
of moral virtue as well as a contribution to the common good. Not
everyone was content with the alleged benefits of wealth and hard
work, but the American Dream was still cast largely in these terms for
the millions of immigrants who streamed to the nation’s shores.
Preachers, journalists, and other moralists worried more about getting
the lower classes to work harder than they did about greed and ambi-
tion among the middle classes. Increasingly, the economic realm was
regarded as a separate domain impelled by its own incentives, condu-
cive to human betterment for all who lived by its principles, and need-
ing legal restrictions only to curb its worst excesses.

The exclusion of moral discourse from the economic realm was not
entirely attributable to the advancing scientific arguments of classical
economists, however, or even to the successes that were being achieved
in the industrial sphere. A broad space—what we now refer to as “ev-
eryday life”—was being created by the gradual exclusion from it of all
problems that heretofore had been especially conducive to moral and
evaluative questions. Sickness, so long the condition that demonstrated
the limits of the technical efficiency that governed ordinary life, was
gradually being conquered through immunizations and better under-
standing of the human body. Death, still the ever-present foe of normal
family life, came after the Civil War to be more and more the domain
of hospitals and embalming parlors that removed it from view and
sanitized it of its more fear-producing connotations. The mentally in-
sane, once thought to exemplify the kind of moral weakness to which
any individual could become victim, were now shielded from sight in
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asylums and treated as an entirely separate category of human beings.
Even the poor, long the moral responsibility of families and local com-
munities, were soon to be turned over to distinct programs and institu-
tions. This “sequestration of experience,” as social theorist Anthony
Giddens has termed it, was the basis on which it became possible for
the vast majority of middle-income people to live as if they could man-
age their lives securely and effectively through rational, technical mas-
tery alone.”

If everyday life came to include most of what people did in their
work lives, with their families, and in their spare time, it was neverthe-
less the economic sphere in which the sequestration of experience
proved most effective. Of necessity, people still had to confront the
prospect of their own death, but the dying were largely outside the
workplace, and their survivors were increasingly shielded by life insur-
ance and workman’s compensation programs. The sick and the men-
tally insane were defined as economically unproductive categories of
people. Within the world of work and money itself, means-ends calcu-
lations, technical efficiency, and planning for the future increasingly
became the operative rules. The net effect of these developments, as
Giddens has correctly argued, was to “repress a cluster of basic moral
and existential components of human life.”** Questions that once might
have caused sufficient ruptures in the fabric of everyday life were now
glossed over largely by the smoothness, efficiency, and continuity pres-
ent in daily life itself. Answers to these question were supplied primar-
ily by the “coherence of routines themselves.”*

Understandings of work and money at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury clearly owe much to this legacy. Despite the various waves of crit-
icism and reform that have mounted assaults on mainstream economic
thinking in the intervening decades, demands for a better society range
more between the extremes of market growth and government regula-
tion than toward the moral restraint of economic life itself. The moral-
ists” arguments sound quaint and unscientific, if not overly pious and
sentimental. Rather than attempting to regulate economic life with
moral discourse, it now seems far more compelling to regulate moral
life with applications of economic rationality. “After all, if, by time-
and-motion studies, data retrieval systems, credit-ratings, conveyor-
belts, and electronic eyes, we can regulate men’s activities, and in par-
ticular their vital economic functions,” asks Bryan Wilson, “then why
burden ourselves with the harrowing, arduous, time-consuming wea-
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riness of eliciting moral behaviour?”® Absolute commitments are more
likely to be viewed as personal decisions, requiring efforts to balance
the marginal utilities of greater income against more free time. Benevo-
lence and the pursuit of aesthetic interests have been subsumed under
the rubric of various professional careers. Why people work and how
they think about money are largely assumed to be questions answer-
able within an economic framework itself, rather than needing to be
placed in a wider context.

And yet it has also been evident to social observers for some time
that the economic sphere cannot answer all the questions people may
raise about the meaning of their lives. Max Weber described the world
of coherent routines as an “iron cage” devoid of larger meanings, inter-
nally stifling because it provided no connections between the daily
lives people led and their place in the cosmos. More recently, social
observers ask whether some of the malaise people are voicing about
their economic lives is the residue of ancient questions about meaning
and value that were buried during the nineteenth century, but not so
deeply as to keep them inert forever. As Giddens observes, “The very
routines that provide security mostly lack moral meaning and can ei-
ther come to be experienced as ‘empty’ practices, or alternatively can
seem to be overwhelming. When routines, for whatever reason, be-
come radically disrupted, or where someone specifically sets out to
achieve a greater reflexive control over her or his self-identity, existen-
tial crises are likely to occur.”'
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Chapter Four

SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES: THE DECOUPLING
OF WORK AND MONEY

that had provided a framework in which to think about eco-

nomic behavior in relation to broader values was already losing
influence relative to the rising scientific claims of the political econo-
mists. Were we to trace these developments in greater detail, we would
see that the wider cultural movement of the nineteenth century was
toward a progressive narrowing of the framework in which public
discourse about work and money was located. To be sure, there was
still much at the popular level to link work and money with other
moral commitments: preachers talked about stewardship and commu-
nity leaders encouraged civic participation as a token of respectability
among the rising middle classes. But expert opinion was becoming in-
creasingly convinced that work and money needed to be understood in
a context by themselves. By the start of the twentieth century influen-
tial debate on these issues was set largely in the context of utilitarian
arguments concerning the connection between work and money. The
principles of scientific management advanced by Frederick Taylor and
so effectively operationalized by Henry Ford can perhaps be taken as
the apex of this development. Assigning monetary value to each mo-
tion the worker undertook, Taylor signaled not only the growing em-
phasis in American culture on efficiency but also its belief that every-
thing could be transformed into dollars-and-cents calculations. For
worker, manager, and owner alike questions of cost, remuneration,
and profit had indeed become the bottom line.

As new immigrants arrived in the United States by the millions, the
American Dream itself came to be framed increasingly in terms of work
and money. Perhaps it was actually becoming more difficult for the
vast majority of Americans to achieve material success simply by work-
ing hard, suggests one of the leading historical studies of the period,
but the work ethic itself became all the more pronounced, and the rea-
sons advanced for working hard were increasingly characterized in

BY THE MIDDLE of the nineteenth century, the moralist vision
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purely economic terms.' Immigrants were said to have come to Amer-
ica in order to make money, and those who were willing to work hard
could expect to succeed in this aspiration. How that quest might affect
ethnic ties themselves, what it might do to families and to children, or
what it meant for the communal life of the nation were questions better
left to the few reformers concerned with such issues.

Today when the question arises, “Why work?” the common-sense
answer is still overwhelmingly “To make money.” Although there is a
plethora of more sophisticated theories of work motivation in the aca-
demic literature, the common-sense view remains much in evidence. In
a recent book on the subject, for example, a high-ranking business exec-
utive makes a compelling case for the argument that people work
mainly to earn money by positing the outcome of removing various
incentives. Take away lots of things and people would still work, he
observes, but take away their salary and few would show up.* Manage-
ment theorists themselves generally stress the same point. As one team
concludes: “No other incentive or motivational technique comes even
close to money with respect to its instrumental value.”® This view is
prevalent in other settings as well. When asked what they thought moti-
vated other people to work hard, the leading answer given in a British
survey, for example, was “greater financial reward.”*

The common-sense view may even be regarded as the one that best
fits developments in the economy itself. A century ago much of what
people did was still outside the money economy; for example, the vast
majority of women were not gainfully employed, many of the items
that people consumed were homemade, and many of the services on
which people relied, such as health care, fire protection, and old-age
assistance, were provided voluntarily by relatives and neighbors. At
the end of the twentieth century more and more of these activities have
been subsumed by the money economy. To say that people work to
earn money is thus a sensible view because we increasingly depend on
having money for virtually everything we desire and need.

Support for the common-sense perspective can also be found by ask-
ing people directly why they work. In my labor force survey, for exam-
ple, respondents were given a list of ten possible reasons for getting
into their present line of work. The one chosen most often, both as an
important reason and as the most important reason, was “the money.””

It follows from this perspective that how hard people work will be
determined by how much they are getting paid or how badly they need
the money. Extensive commitment to jobs and careers is thus a sign
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that people want or need money and that incentive systems are func-
tioning effectively. There is, in other words, a direct relationship be-
tween the long hours many people are now working and the “golden
handcuffs” that link them to their work financially. It also follows that
economic decisions compose a self-contained system, operating in
terms of reward-and-benefit calculations, while moral commitments
and values constitute a separate realm. Work and money provide the
material means for realizing higher values but are in themselves neu-
tral with respect to the choice of these values. Money is in this view
regarded as a universal exchange medium that translates labor into a
commodity capable of being expended on any valued pursuit. We need
to rethink the relationship between work and money, therefore, if we
are to make a valid place for moral discourse to be considered.

WORKING FOR MONEY

Let us look more closely at the assumption that people work to make
money. The adequacy of this assumption can best be assessed by con-
sidering several of its implications: that monetary rewards will rank
high among people’s job values, that people would not work if they
were not paid, that people will work more if they are paid more, that
career decisions depend largely on monetary considerations, and that
job satisfaction will be closely associated with levels of remuneration.

If people worked for money, one clue that might indicate this possi-
bility would be for people to value high pay in a job more than just
about anything else, except possibly job security and short hours, both
of which could easily be translated into monetary equivalents. When
asked directly about the desirability of high pay versus other job char-
acteristics, however, most Americans do not give priority to the mone-
tary rewards. In one survey, for example, 91 percent agreed with the
statement “it is better to work at a lower paying job that one enjoys
than at a higher paying job that is not satisfying.”® People in both the
highest and lowest income brackets, and across all occupational strata
and levels of education, agreed in about the same proportions. Another
survey, in which people were asked to say what they most preferred in
a job, showed that only 21 percent selected “high income,” compared
with 48 percent who chose “a feeling of accomplishment.””

Some studies, in which people do acknowledge that money is at
least the reason why other people work, nevertheless indicate that this
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motive may be weaker in the United States than in other countries. One
of the most interesting findings came from an eleven-nation survey in
which young people age 18 to 24 were asked whether they thought
people work mainly to earn money, as a duty to society, or to find
self-fulfillment. Respondents in the seven advanced industrial societies
were more likely than those in the four developing societies to say peo-
ple worked to earn money, casting some doubt on the possibility that
money is simply deemphasized in societies that have reached a com-
fortable standard of living. In all seven countries a majority selected
this answer and did so each of the three times the survey was adminis-
tered. And yet respondents in the United States were the least likely of
those in any of the seven countries to give this response, and most likely
to say people work to find self-fulfillment.®

Answers to survey questions like these might be dismissed for a vari-
ety of reasons, raising the possibility that less direct measures of the
relationship between money and work might be better. For instance, if
money is really the driving factor behind work, people who make more
money should be more dedicated to their work. In fact, some evidence
does show that people in higher income categories claim to feel a sense
of dedication to their work more often than people at lower income
levels.” But these differences are only a few percentage points—barely
reaching statistical significance—and they are not as strong as those
separating income groups on other characteristics of work. Dedication,
it appears, may have much more to do with feeling one has a say in
making important decisions—something that upper-income people ex-
perience much more often than lower-income people.”

If people worked for money, we would also expect wanting to earn
more money to be one of the chief reasons given for quitting one job to
pursue another. But in an analysis of 2,778 questionnaires submitted by
employees leaving the federal government, only 10 percent listed the
desire to earn more money among their reasons for resigning. Far more
significant were reasons having to do with job satisfaction, the desire
for more meaningful work, stress, wanting to make better use of one’s
talents, and conflicts with personal interests and lifestyles."

If money is the reason people work, evidence might also demon-
strate that how people feel about their finances is a strong predictor of
how they feel about their work. Presumably those who feel better
about their finances should also feel better about their work. Indeed,
research does support this hypothesis. But it also shows that work sat-
isfaction is much more closely associated with how a person feels about
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himself or herself than with that person’s sense of financial well-being.
For example, a multiple regression analysis of data from one national
survey revealed that satisfaction with “your attempts to fulfill your
potential as a person” predicted work satisfaction almost twice as well
as satisfaction with “your financial well-being” when both factors were
considered simultaneously.'”

Some question about money as a reason for working is also raised by
the fact that so many people continue to work in societies that provide
a financial safety net through social welfare programs, or that give
some people the opportunity to live off savings or family resources.
Were money the chief motive, work hours should be decreasing in
these societies as a result of government or private provision becoming
more readily available. But few of the facts seem to correspond with
this expectation. For example, the Swedish experiment in social welfare
policies has been watched closely to see if it discourages people from
working, and while the popular impression is that people do work less,
this impression has not been supported by hard evidence. Quite the
contrary. Despite the fact that Swedish law guarantees ample paid va-
cations, sick leaves for employees, leaves to cover parents’ time spent
tending sick children or newborns, and sabbaticals for study or union
work, data show that most people do not use all their leave time, and
the decline in official statistics on working hours is probably more than
equaled by increases in work outside the official economy. Moreover,
the proportion of Swedes employed has actually risen substantially
during the same period in which these and other benefits providing for
unemployment compensation and medical care were being extended."

It may be that people keep working because their desire for a higher
standard of living encourages them to do so, still suggesting the impor-
tance of a monetary motive. What makes this argument unsatisfactory,
however, is the fact that when posed with the hypothetical situation of
having all the money they need, people still say they would continue
working. For example, one survey found that only 22 percent agreed
with the statement “if I had enough money to live comfortably without
working, I would not work,” while 78 percent selected the option
“even if I had enough money to live comfortably without working, I
would still rather work.”**

One conclusion suggested by data like these is that people are much
more comfortable talking about working hard than they are talking
about wanting a lot of money. For example, despite the stress and lack
of free time that many people associate with working too hard, a rela-
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tively small minority of the American public say they would welcome
less emphasis on working hard (24 percent in one survey). By compari-
son, a substantial majority (67 percent) say they would welcome less
emphasis on money."” They may secretly work because they want lots
of money, but if they do, they do not feel it acceptable to say so (an
important possibility that we shall consider later). But even if people
are merely reluctant to talk about money as a motive, they are then
forced by this disjuncture in our culture to give other reasons for work-
ing besides money.

A growing body of evidence also suggests that in many parts of the
world the link between work and money is being severed because peo-
ple are questioning whether hard work is any guarantee of making
more money. Japan supposedly does one of the best jobs of providing
monetary incentives that encourage people to work hard, and yet a
national survey of young adults in Japan showed that nearly half be-
lieve hard work is not rewarded.!® In Great Britain, fewer than half the
public believes it is possible to get ahead by working hard."” A national
study conducted in France is even more telling. Three-fourths of those
surveyed thought their efforts at work were unrewarded or compen-
sated for, and even among executives this proportion was well over
half."®

From a wide variety of perspectives, then, evidence seems to provide
far less support for the argument that people work to make money
than the common-sense view would suggest. None of this evidence can
be taken to mean that people would still work if their bosses suddenly
decided to cancel their paychecks. But the fact that the American public
expends billions of hours each year on voluntary service activities does
suggest that many kinds of work might continue if there were no pay
involved at all. More importantly, the evidence suggests that whatever
people may think when they are alone, there is something in the cul-
tural tradition that makes it difficult for them to account for their work
strictly in monetary terms.

THE PosTsCARCITY THESIS
Many observers of the workforce have been mindful that the connec-

tion between work and money is less than straightforward, but they
argue that this disjuncture can be explained by a shift in economic con-
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ditions themselves. Money, they argue, came to be the medium of ex-
change in industrial societies and was thus part of the distinct cultural
repertoire of the industrial era, rather than being simply a universal
want. In preindustrial societies people worked mainly to provide the
subsistence needs of their families, such as food, shelter, and clothing;
in industrial societies they worked for money, in most cases in the form
of wages needed to purchase the necessities of life that now could be
obtained only through the market, or in the case of the bourgeoisie as
profits that could be turned into capital investments. Money is now less
important, say these writers, because the twentieth century witnessed
a massive shift from industrial to postindustrial modes of production,
such as human services, the professions, information technology and
mass communication, as well as government and public administra-
tion. In these occupations, profit incentives are largely excluded, while
salaries are sufficiently high and secure to minimize the monetary con-
cerns of the typical wage earner. As a result, values associated with
work shift increasingly toward emotional and intellectual gratification,
collegiality, and service."”

Some evidence supports this thesis; for example, a multinational sur-
vey conducted by Daniel Yankelovich and his associates revealed that
young people were less likely than older people in affluent societies to
choose material success as their core motive for working.”” A question
asked in Japan also suggested that economic well-being itself may be
turning people’s minds toward other values: posed with the statement
“since I have achieved some material wealth, I would like to improve
the spiritual aspects of my life,” 50 percent of the Japanese public
agreed, compared with only 34 percent who agreed with the statement
“I want to improve the material aspects of life further.”” The possibil-
ity that a deemphasis on money is associated with the changing occu-
pational base of modern societies also finds some support. A national
study conducted in the United States, for example, demonstrated that
fewer people employed in the professions claimed to value “making a
lot of money” than did those employed either in managerial positions
or as skilled and semiskilled industrial workers.” As the professions
expand, this finding would also suggest a gradual decrease over time
in the value placed on money relative to other values.

But other evidence does not correspond well with the idea that
money is simply becoming devalued now as a result of culture shifts
associated with postscarcity. A national study conducted in Canada,
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for example, found that young people were more likely to list high pay
as a desirable job characteristic than were people over age 25.” In the
United States, making a lot of money is also more likely to be valued by
the young than by the old, and this proportion shows a steady decline
with each successive age-group.” Annual surveys conducted in the
United States among college freshmen have also documented an up-
ward trend in the proportions who list being very well-off financially
among their top values: from 39 percent who did so in 1970 to 71 per-
cent in 1985.” An even stronger trend was evident in a study of French
youth that documented a threefold increase over a six-year period in
the percentages who chose money as one of the things most meaning-
ful to them.” Comparisons of occupational groups do not entirely sup-
port the postscarcity thesis either. Differences between professionals
and managers notwithstanding, American data show no overall ten-
dency for money to be less highly valued among those in comfortable
income brackets than among those with lower incomes, and persons
employed in service occupations are more likely to value money than
are people employed in industry.”

These patterns also point to an important caveat in considering the
relation between money and work: as the evidence reviewed earlier
suggests, people do not identify money as a primary reason for work-
ing, but they nevertheless continue to value money and the material
comforts it buys. To some analysts, the logical conclusion is that people
need to rediscover the work ethic if they are going to earn the money
they want. But there is a deeper argument to be made as well: that how
people understand their work, their money, and the relation between
the two is a complex cultural matter. Instead of arguing simply that
people work to make money, we need to pay closer attention to these
cultural matters.

WORKING TO GIVE A LEGITIMATE ACCOUNT

In place of the work-for-money argument that seems to be of so little
use in organizing any of the empirical evidence at our disposal, I want
to suggest an alternative perspective: that people work in order to give
a legitimate account of themselves. I am not altogether happy with this
particular phrasing of the argument because it suggests a kind of teleo-
logical reasoning that I do not mean to imply. Different wordings that
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have certain advantages could include: people work if they can give a
legitimate account of what they are doing, or in order to keep working
people must be able to give a legitimate account of themselves, or that
having a legitimate account of oneself makes it possible to work. But
rather than rely on simple formulas, we need to consider what these
words mean.

An account, following a still-valuable essay published some years
ago, may be defined as “a linguistic device employed whenever an
action is subjected to valuative inquiry.””® Accounts are elements of
conversation or discourse, things that people say to other people or to
themselves to explain what they are doing.” A question like “Why do
you work?” or “Why are you working at this?” is a valuative inquiry
that, according to this definition, is likely to evoke an account. Calling
it a “valuative inquiry” is helpful because this sort of question implies
a connection between the subject at hand and some wider set of values
or moral norms unlike, say, a question such as “Which way is the su-
permarket?” In adding the term “legitimate,” I mean only to specify
accounts that connect the particular act under question to values and
ways of talking about values that are acceptable in a given social con-
text. An individual might be able to answer the question “Why are you
working?” in a number of ways (including “just because, now go
away”), but only some of these accounts would be acceptable in partic-
ular situations.

Framed this way, the idea of accounts moves us very quickly into
thinking about work as a human enterprise, rather than simply the ac-
tivity of proverbial “economic man.” It is often argued that work is a
natural part of the human condition because it is the means by which
we sustain ourselves. Such an argument has always offended human-
ists, though, because it misses the fact that we gain enjoyment from our
work as well, derive pride from what we accomplish, and even recog-
nize its artistic and spiritual qualities. To say that work is inherently
connected with giving accounts of ourselves, however, is to suggest a
different way in which it is fundamentally human. An account goes
beyond the mere assertion that we desire (or do not desire) to work—
perhaps because we need to eat or want to buy something nice for
ourselves. An account provides a legitimate answer to the question,
“Why is this desire of value?” It is the evaluative component of this
question that most sets us off as a species. “We think of (at least higher)
animals as having desires, even as having to choose between desires in
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some cases, or at least as inhibiting some desires for the sake of others,”
writes philosopher Charles Taylor.*® “But what is distinctively human
is the power to evaluate our desires, to regard some as desirable and
others as undesirable.” Accounts are in this sense part of our reflective
capacity, part of what philosopher Harry Frankfurt has called “the for-
mation of second-order desires,” that are a common feature of human
life.*!

In terms that are perhaps more familiar among social scientists con-
cerned with such matters, accounts are a vital element of the process by
which we ascribe meaning to our behavior. Human action in this view
is governed not simply by reward and punishment, or by utilitarian
calculations of costs and benefits, but by the interpretations that actors
give to their behavior. Max Weber, for example, took the process by
which “the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his be-
havior” as the central issue with which social scientists should be con-
cerned.” Others following this lead have insisted that human behavior
nearly always takes place within a socially constructed definition of
reality that not only makes specific actions meaningful but also guides
actors in the behavior they choose to pursue.” A crucial assumption in
this perspective is that there is a close relationship between meaning
and motivation.* To say that one is motivated to do something is thus
tantamount to saying that the person regards that particular action as
meaningful. Indeed, motivation itself may be understood in terms of
the ability to provide a meaningful account of one’s behavior. Weber
himself writes, for example, that an understanding of motivation con-
sists “in placing the act in an intelligible and more inclusive context of
meaning.”®

There is, however, one special reason for emphasizing accounts,
rather than suggesting simply that people try to give meaning to what
they do. The subjective meaning an individual attaches to some activity
may be largely hidden from view, perhaps even from that particular
individual. An account, in contrast, is by definition something that oc-
curs in public. We can observe it because it is spoken, written down, or
acted out. But we must also be clear what it is we are observing. An
account is a performance that people for some reason feel comfortable
giving in public. In most circumstances people will attempt to give an
account that is true to their own feelings and that reflects what they
really believe. And yet it is doubtful that accounts reveal everything a
person feels and believes. For example, if asked why I attend church
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regularly, I may say it is because I believe in God, but if pressed further
(or asked by someone I know intimately) I might also reveal that I
attend in order to meet prestigious people in my community. Accounts
do not disclose the “real reason” why people do things (if any singular
reason even existed). They fabricate an understanding that the speaker
believes will be regarded, first of all, as reasonable, and secondly, as
being compatible with certain widely shared background expectations.
Accounts are thus an indication of what people believe to be socially
acceptable and desirable.

It is perhaps easy to take a cynical view of accounts, regarding them
only as window dressing that bears very little relationship to what re-
ally governs people’s behavior. Yet in a society that values diversity
and generally attaches importance to showing tolerance of individual
diversity, there is considerable room for people to fabricate accounts
that are actually to their personal liking. Whether a person might alter
these accounts under extreme circumstances, as some observers em-
phasize, is not the issue. There are fairly widespread values that can be
referenced with accounts that are specifically crafted for use under a
wide variety of circumstances. Whether a particular account is honored
by a particular listener is again not the issue. That speakers themselves
honor their own accounts sufficiently to stay committed to a particular
activity, to regard that activity as being meaningful, and to feel good
about themselves when engaged in that activity is the point.

A RaGBAG THEORY OF ACCOUNTS

Accounts make sense of an activity’s relationship to the norms and
expectations that exist within its social environment. Accounts are thus
the connective tissue between activities and their social context. Their
role or purpose is to render activities meaningful and legitimate in rela-
tion to certain features of their normative milieu. Accounts of work link
this activity with some part of the culture in which it occurs.

But where do accounts come from? People do not for the most part
make up stories about themselves from whole cloth. They make them
up, it would be better to say, from the rag drawer. Rags have been used
before, although quite often for a different purpose than the one to
which they are about to be put. They are still usable as cloth, and this
property renders them more useful for some purposes than for others.
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To make something elaborate, such as a quilt, we also have to piece
together our projects by using a variety of rags.

The rag drawer image is perhaps not as far fetched as it sounds.
Others have likened the scripts and formulas that make up our every-
day lives to repertoires and tool kits. The problem with repertoires is
that they are always elaborate scores. The problem with tool kits is that
they are used to make something, but a tool does not become part of
the object itself. Rags are appealing because they have been around for
a while. They are a bit worn, they have been used before. Often they are
something else that is worn out. But this need not be the case. Looking
around for a washcloth, I can find one in the rag drawer and still use it
as a washcloth. Or I can use it to dust the furniture.

The fragments that make up our accounts are like this. The phrase “I
love what you do for me” has been taken from other sources and been
turned into a slogan for Toyota automobiles. We hear it on the televi-
sion. Our memories put it in the rag drawer. Later, we may pull out the
phrase again, but not in thinking about Toyotas at all. We may tell our
spouse “I love what you do for me” and recognize only vaguely that
the phrase has a familiar ring. Or we may decide to treat ourselves to
a hot bubble bath and say something internally like “I like what I do for
me.” Accounts are also like fabrications from the rag drawer because
they have a tangible existence. Somebody made them. “Ilove what you
do for me” roams the backstreets of our memories because somebody
made it up, put it to music, and paid for it to be broadcast on television.

An adequate understanding of work is, within this perspective, no
different from an understanding of any other kind of behavior. People
work, according to this view, because (or as long as) they are able to
place this act within an interpretive context that gives it meaning. To
say that one works in order to earn money is thus a way of constructing
a meaningful account of one’s action. But it is only one way of doing so.
Other accounts might focus on a person’s desire for self-fulfillment,
helping to make the world a better place, or following some divine
injunction to be productively engaged. Emphasizing the variety of pos-
sible accounts and the ways in which these are culturally constructed is
thus to relativize the view that work is performed to earn money. It
ceases to be an economic fact and becomes one facticity among many
that can be constructed and legitimated.

The chief consequence of emphasizing legitimate accounts is that
human action must then be understood primarily in terms of the social
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and cultural contexts in which it occurs, rather than being assumed to
involve exchanges of goods, services, and other resources alone. The
contrast has been seen vividly in studies of political behavior. Interest
group theory, for example, argues that regimes stay in power primarily
by producing results beneficial to certain constituencies who then trade
their support in order to keep on receiving these benefits. Theories em-
phasizing legitimacy, in contrast, have asserted that regimes stay in
power so long as they are able to give accounts of their actions that are
deemed widely to be meaningful or legitimate.

Seeing work simply as a way to make money also places too much
attention on the solitary individual, regarding him or her as a decision
maker who calculates rationally how much to work, and what kind of
work to do, in order to earn the desired amount of money. The alterna-
tive view regards work more as a social phenomenon, recognizing that
workers may make monetary calculations in private but still engage in
reasoning processes that reflect the subculture in which they live and
are often tried out on fellow workers and members of their families and
communities. The former view might be typified by the lonely bread-
winner bent over his budget late at night trying to decide whether to
take a new job or not. The alternative view puts this person in a com-
munity, shows him or her giving accounts to others, hearing their ac-
counts in turn, and developing a personal story on that basis.

Although the desire for meaning and legitimacy may in this view be
universal, the need to give accounts—or the questions evoking them—
is nevertheless likely to be greater in some situations than in others. If
I walk deliberately down the sidewalk using pretty much the same gait
as everyone else, nobody is likely to come up to me and ask why I am
doing this. But if I pace back and forth, pausing to hop three times on
one foot every few steps, people will at least ask themselves what is
going on. It is for this reason that accounts have sometimes been dis-
cussed with special reference to deviant social behavior, or have been
thought to occur when normal behavior breaks down.*® Under such
circumstances, an account is likely to be given in a defensive posture,
taking the form of either an excuse or a justification. I would like to
broaden the idea, though, to suggest that accounts are more likely to be
associated with any kind of uncertainty. Hopping on one foot creates
uncertainty for bystanders because they can think of no immediate rea-
son why I might be doing this. Telling off your host at a party may lead
you to come back later and give an account of your behavior in order
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to patch up the relationship. Finding yourself wondering if your job is
going to last, if you are likely to get a raise, or if you are really doing
what will make you happy is also a kind of uncertainty that begs for an
account. Giving accounts is likely to be prompted for the individual at
times of uncertainty as far as one’s work itself is concerned. But there
are also times especially set apart in the wider society to reckon with
such uncertainty by giving accounts in public.

To give a more concrete sense of what I mean by an account in the
context of work and money, let us consider an actual case that comes
from a recent commencement address given at a major university by
the chairman of the board of a large multinational corporation.” After
disabusing the graduating class of three supposedly common assump-
tions betraying the inveterate idealism of the young (the world cares
about the young, the young will change civilization, and the young are
forever young), the speaker asserted that a more realistic approach to
life requires a focus on work, specifically, on doing good work. A series
of accounts followed as the speaker attempted to indicate why work
was indeed a legitimate emphasis. Included were arguments about
glory, the essential humanness of work, its constructive dimension,
and the communion, pride, and enjoyment to be derived from work.

The fact that these accounts were delivered in public as part of a
commencement address should of course sensitize us to an important
feature of such discourse and suggest to us the limits of generalizing
too widely from this type of discourse. Public ceremonies such as col-
lege commencements are notorious for their rhetoric: the words are so
embellished that few listeners would repeat them in other contexts (if
they paid attention to them in the first place). Yet these ceremonies play
an important cultural role, making explicit many of the higher values
on which any society is based, and doing so at a time of transition in
people’s lives when the usual uncertainties associated with such times
evoke rites of passage to instruct people in the roles they should play.
An entirely different repertoire of accounts is likely to be drawn on
when a recent graduate wakes one morning, still sleepy from the night
before, and asks, “Why should I go to work today?” But the words
delivered at commencement answer the same question at a broader
level and do so in a way that will legitimate work in relation to some of
the society’s basic values.

We must pay close attention, if we are to understand accounts, to
what exactly the speaker in this case is trying to accomplish. The key



SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES 99

lies in his assertion, “Since work we must, like breathing in and out, let
me share the greatest secret in the world with you. I tell you that good,
first-rate work is glory.” His account actually begins by acknowledging
that work is a necessity. He is not, therefore, attempting (really) to ex-
plain why people must work. Rather, his account is concerned with
raising that necessity to a higher level—much like Rousseau asserting
that everywhere humanity is in chains, and asking, “What can render
it legitimate?” The speaker wants his audience not simply to work, but
to do “good, first-rate” work. He is concerned with legitimating not the
necessity of work but its value, with providing his listeners an account
that will encourage an intrinsic commitment to the value of work itself.
Why work?

. “Good work separates humankind from the beasts.”
“Good human work puts us all together.”

“Good work builds.”

“Good work adds to the sum of humanity.”

“Good work pays.”

. “Good work makes us matter.”

NGk w N e

. “Good work is fun.”

These are the essential reasons, given briefly, compactly, with few in-
tervening sentences, and then elaborated and illustrated in the course
of the speech.

These reasons provide a legitimate account of work by linking it with
widely shared social values and understandings—our humanity, our
desire for community, wanting to contribute, and so on. It is important
that multiple values are evoked, for different ones may appeal to differ-
ent listeners, and in combination, their impact is likely to be greater.
The embellishments are important too because they turn these abstract
values into traditions deeply ingrained in the wider civilization: they
include references to the Bible, to Enlightenment thought, to prehis-
toric man, to the business world, and to such recognizable figures as
Beethoven, Michelangelo, and Dr. Martin Luther King.

It is also significant that money is not absent from these accounts but
is placed in a proper perspective by the manner in which it is included.
The first reference to money follows the speaker’s assertion that good
work pays: “In money. In the coin of communion. In the currency of
satisfaction. It gives us pride in our talent and dedication.” The reason
for mentioning money at all, it appears, is almost to diminish it by
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turning it into a metaphor. It is not money as we commonly think of it
that provides a reason to do good work; it is the communion and satis-
faction. The only other reference to money in the speech is equally
brief, and more pointedly negative: “Wealth tyrannizes.”

What this case illustrates, then, is how an account that legitimates
working may be constructed. The speaker not only presents this ac-
count during a rite of passage, but intentionally tries to evoke uncer-
tainty in his listeners by challenging some of their youthful idealism.
He then suggests the value of work and provides a virtual laundry list
of reasons why it makes sense to hold work as a value. Among these
reasons, money itself figures almost insignificantly.

ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

It should be evident that thinking about work and money in the context
of how they are made meaningful and legitimate provides a natural
bridge back into the questions of moral discourse that we have consid-
ered in previous chapters. If people do not work simply to earn money,
but to provide themselves with a legitimate account of who they are
and how they are spending their lives, then work and money cannot be
considered part of a closed utilitarian system in the way economists
have often envisioned it. Work especially must be understood in the
context of other values and commitments that color our accounts of it
and of ourselves. Insofar as we understand it this way, the kinds of
moral discourse in which work was once embedded merit attention
once again.

The relevance of moral discourse to considerations of work and
money is all the more evident if we also recognize that people not only
try to derive meaningful accounts of why they work but refer to their
work in giving meaningful accounts of themselves. The simplest way
of understanding this dual character of accounts is by observing that
they always provide at least an implicit connection between the iden-
tity of the speaker and the action under question. Accounts do not pro-
vide answers to abstract questions, such as “why is there suffering in
the world,” or to purely informational questions, such as “how much
does this cost,” but to questions implying a motivational or volitional
involvement on the part of the one being questioned, such as “why did
you steal that car.” To answer a question of this kind, the speaker must
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adopt some stance toward the action that either takes responsibility for
it or suggests some other identity that separates the action from the
actor. The same question can thus be forced more squarely on the
speaker by asking “who do you think you are” or “how could you
possibly do that.” Something as central and as time consuming as work
is thus likely to figure importantly in the way in which persons under-
stand themselves. They will in a sense say to themselves, yes, I am a
good and decent person because of the work I do, or yes, I am a good
and decent person despite the work I do. But answers of this kind also
suggest that the relevant frame of reference must include other com-
mitments and facets of the person’s identity. Contrary to many bureau-
cratic conceptions of work—which assume work is conditioned merely
by characteristics of the job itself—this perspective, then, suggests that
people will weigh the value of their work, and the value of themselves,
in relation to a wider set of values, personal obligations, and percep-
tions of who they are.

If accounts of work bear a close relationship to how we understand
the legitimacy of our behavior and of ourselves more generally, these
accounts are nevertheless likely to differ depending on the situation
that calls our behavior into question. In a useful essay drawing exam-
ples mainly from the ways in which people account for their love rela-
tionships, sociologist Ann Swidler suggests that accounts, maxims,
personal narratives, and other formulaic cultural scripts function as a
set of resources on which we can draw when we need to accomplish
something in our social relationships.® She suggests that people utilize
different scripts when their lives are settled than when things are un-
settled. Thus, a romantic image of love may serve as the script of choice
when people are trying to decide whether to get into or out of a love
relationship (unsettled lives), while a more pragmatic orientation may
dominate their day-to-day relationships with spouses (settled lives). By
the same token, we might expect people’s accounts of their work to be
different when they are explaining why they chose a certain line of
work in the first place (or why they decided to quit their job) from
when they are explaining why they work hard or feel motivated on any
given Wednesday morning.

The most critical possibility, however, is that people are unable to
provide an account in either of these situations that is satisfactory to
themselves—or convincing enough to those around them that these
people are able to reinforce the speaker’s sense that what he or she is
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doing is right. Under such circumstances, we would expect people
either to quit their jobs and look for a different kind of work, if that
were possible, or to express dissatisfaction with their work in any of a
variety of ways. These might include saying their work was not fulfill-
ing, denying that their work was making a contribution to their sense
of personal worth, withdrawing commitment from their work, or feel-
ing that the place of their work in their lives was somehow out of bal-
ance. According to this argument, the feelings of pressure, burnout,
and overcommitment that many people in our society seem to be ex-
periencing may be as much a result of not being able to give a satisfac-
tory account of what they are doing as it is of economic circumstances
themselves.

As one example of this possibility we might consider the extended
autobiographical account of a young Wall Street broker presented in
Michael Lewis’s best-selling book, Liar’s Poker.” Revealing early in the
book that his father taught him to believe that how much money a
person made was “the measure of a man,” Lewis indicates that his own
earnings rose within a short period to unbelievable heights, that he
enjoyed the power of his position, and that he could have continued
advancing rapidly up the corporate ladder. But Lewis also became in-
creasingly dissatisfied with his career and after several years quit to
become a journalist. The brevity with which he describes this decision,
compared with the facility with language that characterizes the rest of
his book, makes us think that part of his decision was simply that he no
longer was able to provide himself with a convincing account of what
he was doing. Indeed, he states: “Although there were many perfectly
plausible reasons to jump ship, I left, I think, more because I didn’t
need to stay any longer.”*

The importance of being able to give a legitimate account of our-
selves has probably been heightened by the increased discretion to
which I referred in chapter 2. At a time when everyone worked long
hours simply to earn a subsistence living, and when most people
earned their living pretty much in the same way as their ancestors and
their neighbors, the need to arrive at an account for oneself was mini-
mized by the fact that people could largely take their work life as a
given. The contemporary world gives individuals much greater lati-
tude in choosing their own careers, deciding to change careers, and
even determining not to work at all. The postscarcity thesis captures
some of why this change is important. But it is less that people are
actually beyond working for money than it is that increasing discretion
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has greatly escalated the level of uncertainty we associate with work.
While we may not have to worry about losing our jobs (although many
people do), there is a plethora of questions about which career is best
for me, whether I am doing what best makes use of my talents, how
satisfied I am with my work, and whether I am devoting enough or too
much of myself to it. Professions in which there is a high level of identi-
fication between the person and the job add to these uncertainties, as
does salaried work involving high levels of discretion. The changes
that have taken place in recent decades in the economy, such as the
growth of new service occupations, and other developments, such as
changing conceptions of gender and of family responsibilities, also
heighten these uncertainties and thus place added importance on the
ability to provide an adequate account of one’s activities.

We must also come full circle and acknowledge that the common-
sense view with which we began—that people work to make money—
is actually less widely shared among specialists concerned with work
motivation than is some version of the alternative perspective that I
have tried to suggest here.* Work-motivation theory has come increas-
ingly to focus on such personal attributes as the desire for personal
fulfillment and the need to achieve, and on such environmental charac-
teristics as recognition, support, and freedom to make decisions.” In
the process, monetary rewards have been deemphasized, sometimes
through neglect, but more often because it is assumed these are con-
strained by profit considerations or by the fact that workers are being
paid according to standardized union contracts or as salaried profes-
sionals.” Money has also been deemphasized because it is taken to be
an extrinsic reward and thus of less consequence than rewards more
intrinsic to the job itself.* What separates most work-motivation theo-
ries from the present discussion is their tendency to reify both personal
needs and environmental circumstances, regarding them only as reali-
ties in their own right, rather than recognizing the importance of speech
and social interaction in the construction of these realities.” In the one
view, manipulating the level of lighting in an office is assumed to have
a direct effect on worker productivity; in the other, it is understood to
have an effect because it helped supply workers with a new account of
what they were doing and why they should be doing it. Nevertheless,
the thrust of the present discussion is consistent with current work-
motivation theories insofar as both emphasize the complexity of rela-
tionships between work and the broader needs, values, interests, and
identities of the worker.*
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The fact that work-motivation specialists have also increasingly rec-
ognized the need for meaning and legitimacy provides the critical next
step that we must take in order to understand the simultaneous sense
of commitment to work and being overburdened by it that we consid-
ered in chapter 1. Legitimate accounts of why people should work are
not simply created in a vacuum. They are the products of institutions
that have a stake in motivating people to work hard. Many of the ac-
counts that we use to make sense of our work are in fact products of the
workplace itself. As Marvin Scott and Sanford Lyman observe, “Or-
ganizations systematically provide accounts for their members in a va-
riety of situations.”* To understand why we are so committed to our
work, and yet why these commitments are ultimately unsatisfactory,
we must examine the ways in which individuals” accounts are influ-
enced by the settings in which they work.

We shall consider how people account for their work in the next
chapter, paying particular attention to the ways in which these ac-
counts legitimate both the institutions in which they work and their
own commitment to these institutions. Understanding these accounts
will help us recognize how much our commitment to jobs and careers
depends on wider cultural understandings rather than monetary pres-
sures alone. We shall then be able in subsequent chapters to consider
money and material possessions in the same light, asking about the
accounts that sustain our commitment in these areas as well.



Chapter Five

ACCOUNTS: THE CHANGING MEANINGS
OF WHITE-COLLAR WORK

HAT ARE YOU going to do with your life?” We ask this
unestion of our children and teach them to ask it of them-

selves. Generally we mean, “What kind of career are you
going to pursue?”' During high school or college, a legitimate way to
explain yourself is to say you are studying to become a . Later,
when asked who you are, it seems appropriate to respond by giving
your profession or describing the kind of work you do. Having chosen
one career out of the many possible, you also feel compelled to legiti-
mate your choice in some way. The jokester’s reply to someone’s state-
ment about their career—"“Well, it’s nasty work but I suppose some-
one’s got to do it"—is funny because it isn’t at all how we normally
think. We want to believe our work is something we enjoy doing be-
cause it fits our talents, makes a contribution to the world, gives us
freedom, and is a source of personal fulfillment. Being committed to
our work and feeling good about it depends on being able to supply
some account of this kind.

If we are to see how accounts maintain our commitment to our work,
and how they reopen the door to moral considerations, we must think
about where they come from, how they are shaped by the institutions
in which we work, and why they may leave us only partially satisfied.
To answer these questions we need to consider more carefully what
accounts do and listen to some people talking about their work to see
how their accounts are constructed. Doing so will help us understand
why most people feel deeply committed to their work and yet are
somehow able to dissociate it from the other values they hold dear.

We might expect the accounts people come up with to be so diverse
that few generalizations at all could be offered. Certainly corporate cul-
tures vary in terms of the specific stories told about the boss or the
cautionary tales that warn new employees to work hard. But accounts
function in part to alleviate uncertainty, and one of the best ways to
provide certainty is by constructing messages that are familiar from
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one setting to another.” Listening to people in a wide variety of settings
talk about their work reveals that there are in fact some themes that
surface again and again. These themes figure as fragments in the ac-
counts people give of their work, demonstrating both the intensity
with which most of us are committed to our work and the ways in
which this commitment is channeled by the organizations for which we
work.?

Writer Earl Shorris has suggested that these organizations funda-
mentally delude us into thinking we are happy when really we are not.
“In the modern world,” he writes, “a delusion about work and hap-
piness enables people not only to endure oppression but to seek it and
to believe that they are happier because of the very work that oppresses
them. At the heart of this delusion lies the manager’s definition of
happiness: sweat and dirty hands signify oppression and a coat and tie
signify happiness, freedom and a good life.”* In short, the workplace
provides a “moral home” that governs how people think about them-
selves.

Perhaps Shorris’s assessment is overly harsh, but it has been ex-
pressed again and again by contemporary observers. It is one thing,
however, to assert that people are shaped by the organizations for
which they work; quite another to understand the specific ways in
which our accounts reflect these organizations, tie us to them, and limit
our moral horizons at the same time.

If there were an X-ray machine that allowed us to see into our souls
with perfect clarity, most of us would probably find we are committed
to our work for surprisingly complicated reasons (paying the mort-
gage, pleasing our mothers, getting out of the house). Any of these
reasons, not to mention sheer inertia, may be enough to get us going
most mornings. But sometimes we need more than that: a story to tell
ourselves when things are going bad, an account to give when some-
one asks, “Why do you do that anyway?"®

THE STRENGTH OF WEAK REASONS®

Where we would expect to see people’s broader values brought into
closest connection with their work is in their accounts of how they
chose their careers in the first place. Looking at other kinds of accounts,
social scientists have concluded that people resort to high-blown argu-
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ments more when they are explaining some basic change in their lives
than when they are talking about their daily routine. The reason for this
seems to be that major decisions in life raise questions about funda-
mental values. What is the meaning of life? What do I cherish most?
When people talk about their marriages, for example, they speak of
romance, love, and compatibility to account for their decision to marry.
They may speak of mortgages, child care, and inertia when they talk
about the more routine aspects of their marriages.”

Mark Latham, whom we met in chapter 1, spoke in some detail about
why he had chosen a career in high finance. Let us look closely at what
he says: “I became involved in the work I'm doing because after being
out of school about six months I found that I really didn’t know what
I wanted to do. I really had no qualifications to do anything. Usually I
had just done things because I felt guilty if I was doing nothing.” At
this point he digresses for a few moments to tell a story about his fa-
ther. Then he continues: “So I decided that I needed to get a job. I didn’t
know what I wanted to do. I said well, I'd do anything. So I found out
there were a lot of local things going on. They didn’t sound interesting.
A lot of my friends were doing things in New York, and it just sounded
more fun. They were making a fair amount of money. They were enjoy-
ing life.” Likening a good company to a good school, he says he figured
it would be easier to learn new things at a first-rate company. So he sent
off his résumé. “I figured what the hell? I got into a program, and I
picked the one I thought might compensate me more than the other
ones, didn’t have to do just one thing, wouldn’t be locked into New
York, and wouldn’t require too much of my time. I figured it wouldn’t
be my whole life.”

There is precious little here about Mark’s basic values. We do of
course learn by implication that he probably values his free time, hav-
ing some variety in his life, and the opportunity to have fun. The over-
riding tone, however, is of a young man with fairly weak reasons for
his choice of career. The tone is casual, breezy, detached. His account
gives the sense of someone groping in the dark, being pushed at one
point by his friends, at another by whatever seemed to be the course of
least resistance, and at another by whatever program happened to ac-
cept him. If his career choice was a serious decision involving deep
reflection on his basic values in life, he certainly fails to say so.

It is possible that Mark Latham is one of those exceptional young
people who have so many options open to them that they really do not
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have to take their choices very seriously. He did have a good college
education and he was talented enough, once he embarked on his career,
to become enormously successful in just a few years. He may also be a
person who enjoys having a good time so much he does not in fact reflect
very seriously about his values. So let us consider another example.

Penelope Martin, 28, has worked as a special education teacher in
Brooklyn for the past eight years, first in junior high and then in ele-
mentary school. During her first year of college she was planning on a
career in accounting, so she has thought through a major change in
career plans. We know from other things she says that she is a thought-
ful person whose parents tried to instill in her a number of important
values. Here is how she responded when asked why she had chosen a
career in special education.

“] was a terrible student in accounting. I really didn’t want account-
ing, but I didn’t know what else to do. I just hated it, it wasn’t for me.
I decided to try an education course, and I really liked it. I was student
teaching around the Brooklyn schools and I just really liked being with
the kids. Now, of course, when you're in college they’re going to put
you in the best schools and make it seem like it’s great. Then, my first
real teaching experience was in junior high, mostly with delinquents,
and I was really turned off to teaching. I thought I'd have a nervous
breakdown. It was a shock to go from little gifted students in a head-
start program to 17-year-old delinquents. I did that for seven years and
then I moved down to elementary school. I used to work part time with
brain-injured teenagers. On the weekends we would take them on trips
and overnighters. That was fun, I had a good time. About five boys,
myself, and another counselor. And we just really got along. We al-
ways had a good time.”

Perhaps she assumes we can draw our own conclusions about the
connection between her value of caring and her work in special educa-
tion. Her account itself, however, is strikingly silent about this connec-
tion. In contrast with Mark Latham’s narrative, hers suggests nothing
of breeziness, vacillation, or simply doing what happens to be fun.
Nevertheless, having a good time is the most recurrent theme in her
account. She emphasizes this despite the fact that she nearly had a ner-
vous breakdown. Her account is also more a description of what she did
than an explanation of why she did it. It emphasizes the chronology of
her decisions, showing her being pushed by likes and dislikes, but it
does not reveal what influenced these preferences.
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Neither of these accounts is entirely typical, but most accounts are
similar in not referring explicitly to deeper values. One person spoke of
being influenced by her brother. Another described a part-time job that
gradually expanded into a full-time business. Some mentioned follow-
ing in their parents’ footsteps; some talked about wanting to pursue
something different from their parents. Many emphasized simply
being in the right place at the right time.

The most common narratives describe what happened when, rather
than discussing the positive and negative considerations that lead peo-
ple into a particular career. We might call these narratives process-logic
stories. They essentially show that one thing follows another, taking
the speaker through a number of critical turning points, showing that
a decision occurs at each point. Process-logic stories are also character-
ized by the weakness of the reasons that are implied at each stage of the
process. As Mark Latham did, many people go out of their way to say
they did not know what they wanted to do. Like Penelope Martin, they
point to likes and dislikes but diminish their importance by describing
them simply as times of fun. Others emphasize the role of circum-
stances, thus denying that they really had a choice to make. Others
lighten the weightiness of their decisions by saying they were made
suddenly, without much thought. Many people suggest that their ca-
reer decisions were made with youthful innocence or out of necessity,
and these decisions are often described as being of little lasting conse-
quence to what the person really wants out of life.

In the survey it was not possible to tease out such nuanced re-
sponses. It was evident, however, that many people believe their ca-
reers to have been guided either by circumstances or by such vague
considerations that almost any line of work would have sufficed. For
example, 41 percent selected the statement “circumstances just led me
to it” as one of the most important reasons for getting into their line of
work. “Knowing people in this line of work” was selected by 29 per-
cent, and having a “parent or relative in this line of work” was men-
tioned by 13 percent. Generalized considerations that were frequently
selected included “the opportunity to use my talents” (44 percent), “the
challenge it presented me” (40 percent), and “wanting to grow as a
person” (23 percent). The fact that many more people listed these as
important than as decisive reasons is indicative of their weakness, as is
the fact that many of these reasons were unrelated to respondents’
overall commitment to their work.
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Yet we know that people spend most of their waking hours at their
jobs, and most people claim their jobs are personally fulfilling. What
then is the significance of the weak reasons they give to explain how
they chose these jobs? The strength of weak accounts is that they make
room, as it were, for other themes that link people more directly to their
work, also without raising questions about broader commitments and
values. Weak reasons are strong because they seem to explain why
someone chose a particular line of work without actually invoking any
serious arguments about the nature and meaning of life. By not locat-
ing the eventual career decision in a larger web of significance, the
narrator is then able to focus entirely on the work itself, letting the
accounts voiced within the workplace and about it stand as the reasons
for being committed to it. To understand why work is so engaging, and
yet so detached from broader moral discourses, then, we need to exam-
ine these other, more specialized workplace narratives.

THE WONDERFUL SAMENESS OF VARIETY

One of the proverbial rewards for studying hard, then working hard, is
the chance to move into a more “interesting” career. Especially in the
professions people are taught to believe they can work at a more varied
pace, do different things from day to day, and cultivate their own di-
verse interests. In contrast to the negative characterizations that once
appeared in such books as Babbit, White Collar, and The Organization
Man, managers have also been groomed to expect more variety in their
work. Corporations try to give people command over a wider range of
activities, often taking Volvo as their model because of its success in
increasing worker satisfaction by altering the assembly process to in-
clude a greater variety of tasks. Recruitment brochures serve especially
to get the message across that variety is a desirable feature of the work-
ing environment.®

Variety is in fact something most people say they like about their job.
In the survey, for example, 76 percent said the statement “provides a
lot of variety” describes their present work very well or fairly well.
And those who said this registered significantly higher levels of job
satisfaction than those who did not.” Equally telling are the spontane-
ous accounts people give of their jobs. Maxine Weingard, 48, a family
therapist in Boston, observes: “I really enjoy my time with my clients.
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I enjoy the creativity involved and the process of working with them.
And I like the variety. I like the great variety of problems. And also the
variety in ages.” Other professionals, such as lawyers, doctors, and
teachers, also emphasize the variety they experience in their jobs." In
other jobs that may seem predictable from the outside, people also em-
phasize variety. “I can be working on a half-million-dollar deal in the
morning and handling a complaint about someone’s checking account
in the afternoon,” explains Harold Bentley, 48, a banker in St. Paul. “It’s
the variety I like best.” Melissa Schneider, 31, a Portland CPA, de-
scribes a typical day in similar language: “I guess one of the neat things
about being a CPA is that there really isn’t a typical day. Each project
can be different. It is accounting, so it’s typical in that sense. But you
could be helping someone with deciding what software to buy, and in
order to do that, you have to go out and learn what software’s avail-
able. I'm doing that right now.”

Variety is thus one strand of the rope that ties us so devotedly to our
jobs. People who say they have a high degree of variety actually regis-
ter more commitment to their jobs. In addition to being more satisfied
with their work, for example, this group was also significantly more
likely than average in the survey to say their work was absolutely es-
sential to their sense of worth as a person and to devote more of their
time each week to their jobs."

If variety is something people seize on to explain their commitment
to their work, their descriptions reveal it is nevertheless defined within
very circumscribed limits. To work in a “varied” role is to have a port-
folio of tasks that are still carefully prescribed by the organization for
which one works. People also delimit what they mean by variety in the
subtle ways they use language. Middle-class people frame their defini-
tion of variety by contrasting it with the most boring (often working-
class) jobs they can think of.”” By comparison, their own work seems
enormously varied.” They contrast their present life with the rigid
structure they had to put up with as children." They mention rare in-
stances—the exceptional deal, the unusual client, the business trip—as
if to prove their point, but they fail to acknowledge how rare these
instances are." They talk about varying the time of their lunch breaks,
teaching a new class, or learning a new computer program, but this
variety all occurs within basically the same range of activities. They
seldom speak of breaking out of this mold and experiencing variety on
a totally different scale. In some instances, they admit that the variety
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they experience is restricted by the organizations for which they work,
but they make a virtue of their situation by showing how they have
adapted to it.'

Variety is thus the spice of life, helping to convince people that their
work is really broad enough to fulfill the diverse needs of their complex
personalities. Because it occurs within such a narrow range, however,
people tend to define it as a virtue in itself, instead of perceiving it as a
way of actually realizing other values. No sooner have they touted its
importance than they reveal the lingering boredom they experience
and the rigid rules to which they conform."” Many of them are like Bob
Morelli, a New York restaurant manager who finds himself increas-
ingly frustrated as time goes by. He says he likes the variety in his job,
but he is beginning to recognize its limits. “After a while, you realize
there’s only so much variety. When something happens, it turns out to
be pretty much the same sort of thing that’s happened before.”

MASTERS OF CHOICE

Choice is very much a part of the entrepreneurial image that has long
been prominent in American culture. Over the years, the quest for free-
dom in one’s work has led people to start their own businesses and to
enter professional careers in which they could be their own boss. Ob-
serves Long Island shop owner Milt Walker, “I can create my own day.
I'm totally my own boss and I dictate to myself what I do.” Marcus
Friedman, a New Jersey physician who operates his own clinic, says,
“It’s easier coming to work as your own boss compared with having
someone tell you you’d better.”*®

People in less entrepreneurial jobs also say they like them because of
opportunities to make their own decisions. What Irvine, California, at-
torney Steve Smith likes best about his work is the chance to deal with
executives at a high level and to make decisions. Negotiating, persuad-
ing, analyzing are all important parts of his job. “Actually, what I like
the best,” he says, “is being the key individual on a transaction—when
I'm the point person for the company and the client I represent, when
I'm dealing with the other side and constantly having to try to evaluate
what the other side is doing and saying, communicating that back to
my client, taking my client’s needs and communicating that back to the
other side in a way that gets where I want to go.”
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Survey evidence gives some indication of just how widely freedom
and choice are either valued or thought to be present in the American
workplace. Thirty percent of the workforce listed “freedom to make my
own decisions” as one of the important reasons for getting into their
line of work, and among professionals and managers this proportion
rose to 43 percent. In describing their work, 29 percent say they have a
lot of freedom (36 percent among professionals and managers), and 69
percent altogether say a lot of freedom describes their work at least
fairly well.”

Besides valuing choice for its own sake, people emphasize it as a way
to exhibit the power and control they experience in their work. As
Steve Smith’s remarks suggest, having the capacity to make decisions
means a person has earned a certain standing in the social hierarchy,
the ability to tell others what to do, or at least not having others tell
them what to do. It has to do with what Dr. Friedman calls the “prima
donna” style among doctors, or what in his own case he prefers to label
merely “a feeling of authority.”” And the nice thing about this feeling
is that it can be experienced at almost any level in the hierarchy.”

For the middle class, and for large segments of the working class, the
belief that individuals are masters of choice is reinforced by social insti-
tutions from childhood on. The education system encourages children
to explore a variety of subjects and then pick out a career suitable to
their interests. The so-called job market further encourages this mental-
ity: what is a job market, after all, but a kind of giant employment
bulletin in which openings are advertised for which qualified individu-
als may choose to apply? Given adequate economic resources, individ-
uals are then able to shop around, try one thing and then another, until
eventually they come up with a job they like. The job they choose,
moreover, may be one that has seduced them with messages like “de-
sign your own job,” “choose what roles you'll play,” “carve out your
own niche.”?

In reality, the process of choosing a job is guided by many factors
beyond the individual’s control. Not every job is listed in the giant
employment bulletin, and those that are listed may be too few for the
number of available applicants. Training, experience, talent, and luck
all play a determining role. Getting a job, it is often observed, may
depend more on a happenstance encounter on the street, and on being
in the right place at the right time, than on a person’s decision to
“choose” a particular job. The new recruit who decides to design his or
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her own job, moreover, is likely to experience the formal limitations of
the workplace head-on. In people’s accounts of their work, choice is
nevertheless a signal factor.

The main corollary of emphasizing choice of course is that work be-
comes something people do because it is satisfying. Work that people
feel they must do can be complained about, but work that has been
chosen must be described in positive terms. Otherwise, the question
that lurks just beneath the surface is, “Well, why don’t you switch into
something you do like?” The same logic tells people they should be
happy from day to day. As a St. Paul elementary school teacher ex-
plained, “In education the big buzzword right now is ‘shared decision
making.” We kind of dictate the situation we’re working in. So if it’s not
good we have nobody to blame but ourselves.”

Like variety, choice is not so much a feature of the work itself, how-
ever, as it is an account that people construct to show why they are as
devoted to their work as they are. These accounts suggest choice in
highly formulaic ways. They contrast the present with the past, in
terms of both the evolution of an entire profession (such as nursing)
and the job changes an individual has made.” In their stories, people
especially like to show that they have it better than their parents be-
cause their parents had no opportunity to make their own choices.*
They point to small areas of discretion, such as deciding when to take
a coffee break, even if the larger work setting provides very little choice
at all. When their discretion is limited, they attribute the problem to a
temporary change in rules or some rigid individual, rather than the
nature of the job itself, and they are optimistic about their chances for
improvement and their ability to exercise discretion even in the face of
constraint.” They also emphasize choice in talking about problem solv-
ing. All the problems may be posed by the system itself, but the indi-
vidual exercises choice in figuring out how to solve those problems.”

Believing that work involves choice creates the condition for the
problems people experience in limiting their work lives. There is an
identification between the active part of people’s lives, their decision-
making center (what in Freudian terms would be termed their ego),
and their work. The boundaries between work and personal life are
thus blurred. People do not work simply to make a living, but as a way
of fulfilling themselves. It becomes necessary not only to do a good job,
but also to give oneself positive messages that the choices one makes
are the right ones.
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This form of commitment increases the importance of how people
feel about their work. Self-reflection is required periodically to deter-
mine whether people still like their work. In addition to the physical or
mental exertion that work has always required, people are thus placed
in the position of having their work put a heavy load on their feelings
as well. We must constantly reaffirm our work choices as the right ones
by checking in with our feelings to make sure we are experiencing sat-
isfaction and fulfillment.

Emphasizing choice also helps legitimate the organizations for which
we work. When self-reflection leads people to ask why they make cer-
tain choices, our interviews show, they focus especially on instincts and
other innate attributes of themselves.” They claim to be guided primar-
ily by their own likes and dislikes, and after that by their talents and
interests. The system, in contrast, is largely neutral as a determinant of
their choices. It merely presents people with opportunities.”® Indeed,
these opportunities are often depicted as being so tempting that people
hardly know which way to turn. The end result is that the system is
probably good, at least benign, while people shoulder all the responsi-
bility themselves for making choices that fit their likes and dislikes.”

PRIDE OF PERFORMANCE

If there is any single factor that work-motivation experts have champi-
oned in recent decades, it is the importance of people taking pride in
their work itself. Motivation of this kind, say the experts, counts far
more than monetary rewards, fringe benefits, time off, and other ex-
trinsic factors. But, like variety and choice, high performance in the
workplace is not just an abstract virtue that people define for them-
selves. It is channeled by—indeed, it depends on—the nature of the
workplace itself. In case after case, people describe their performance
not as a matter of achieving some goal they have set for themselves in
life, but in narrowly specialized terms. Performance in fact seems to
depend on specialization. It is possible to take pride in doing some-
thing well because we spend hours and years learning a particular set
of tasks. These are the tasks that make up our jobs. They often bear little
connection with the wider human values we have also been taught to
cherish. Performance thus becomes an end in itself, rather than being
part of the quest for beauty, truth, or goodness.
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Dorothy Sizinski, 25, a customer service representative for a Los An-
geles printing company, demonstrates the ambivalence many people
feel when they talk candidly about the pride they take in their jobs. The
detail in her responses about her work shows that she is deeply com-
mitted to it. She likes the challenges, the variety, and the responsibility.
She quickly excuses the competitiveness and aggressiveness she expe-
riences in her co-workers as being necessary to the job. Most of all, she
says her work gives her a sense of fulfillment. She likens it to turning in
a paper at school and getting a good grade on it. But she also recog-
nizes the limits of this fulfillment. The deeper, more personal fulfill-
ment (which she describes as “spiritual”) is nourished by being an
achiever but comes largely from other sources. She feels a need to make
the world a better place and to serve people in need. She toys some-
times with the view that serving her customers is a way to do this, but
she has difficulty drawing a strong connection between selling soft-
ware manuals and realizing her higher ideals.

It isn’t just that specialized expertise is somehow different—or sepa-
rated—from wider values, though. The language of expert perform-
ances subtly transforms other values, turning them into a metaphor
that points fundamentally to a different mode of valuation. Trust, for
example, may be something valued for its own sake, simply as a fea-
ture of desirable human relationships. But in the language of expert
performances, trust becomes a by-product of competence. The sym-
metrical metaphor of human bonding becomes an asymmetrical
symbol of power. The human dimension is still there, but it becomes a
rhetorical device to show that skills are the most desirable traits of all.

Observe what Stuart Cummings, the Chicago lawyer we met in
chapter 1, says about trust: “I like the element of trust that you can
build with a client.” This sounds like a basic human bond. But without
pausing, he continues: “It is very rewarding to have someone want
your judgment on something—to want you to review a document and
tell them what it means, or to have you tell them how they should
handle a particular situation.” From trust, the statement quickly moves
to professional competence, and from there to power. “It’s rewarding
to be in charge of a transaction in which thirty people are involved, and
you're the one who's scheduling it and coordinating it and getting it
done. It’s a nice feeling to know that a fifty-million-dollar acquisition of
a company was accomplished because you're the one who was driving
the ball. It's fun being viewed as a competent person who can get
things done.”
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Performance that depends on doing specialized work also limits the
quest for adventure that may be implicit in the yearning people have
for variety in their jobs. Such yearning sometimes leads people to
switch jobs and enter whole new careers. But the need to perform com-
petently poses a serious check on such wanderings. Banker Harold
Bentley explains: “I think everybody thinks about changing jobs, but
you have to do what you know how to do best. When you do some-
thing else is usually when you get into trouble.” Personalizing his ob-
servations, he adds, “There are a lot of related businesses I could get
into. I don’t rule those out. But just because I've been good at one thing
doesn’t mean I'd be good at something else.”

Students of the American economy argue that one reason for its
enormous success is that we have indeed championed job performance
and found careful ways of measuring and rewarding it. But the ways in
which people themselves describe the performance that binds them to
their jobs belies this truism. Performance is scarcely part of a carefully
calibrated system of means-ends rationality. It depends far more on
winning symbolic victories and, perhaps even more than that, on being
able to tell stories about these victories.

Laura Miner, a financial aid secretary at a midwestern university,
provides a vivid example of the importance of being able to tell stories.
She says it would be nice if she got a promotion. But recently she’s
decided it is better not to expect rewards to be geared closely to how
well she does her job. Instead, she says, “I just remember this person
that came in the first day and said, ‘I have to go home because I can’t
pay for this; I just don’t know what I'm going to do.” Then I said, “Wait,
just a minute; I'm sure we'll find a way.” That gives me a feeling that
somebody did appreciate what I was trying to do after all.”

If the modern workplace still operates on the basis of rational cost-
benefit performance schedules, it has nevertheless become adept at ma-
nipulating the performances of its workers in other ways. If workers
take pride in winning symbolic victories, then the workplace has been
willing to accommodate. It provides ritualized occasions for these vic-
tories, giving people the chance to tell their stories. The only catch is
that these stories are not entirely up to individuals to create. The
workplace tells us at what intervals we must create them, schools us in
acceptable scripts, and provides its own storytellers to help us empha-
size some parts of the narrative more than others. “Excellent compa-
nies,” write Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. Waterman, Jr., in their
widely read book In Search of Excellence, “are unashamed collectors and
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tellers of stories, of legends and myths in support of their basic be-
liefs.”** The workplace also channels our stories by providing us with
standard résumés to fill out, by giving us job evaluations at appropriate
intervals, and by training supervisors in how to applaud satisfactory
performance.

What Pam Jones, 31, an Illinois-based software engineer, says about
her job is quite typical, even mundane, and yet it reveals succinctly
how much job satisfaction is channeled by the workplace itself: “I come
well recommended, people think I do really good work, my supervisor
told me that my test plan was the most thorough test plan he’d ever
seen. Those kinds of things make me feel really good.”

One way in which workplace culture shapes the stories we take
pride in telling is simply by supplying a competitive mentality in the
first place. Most people do not relish this competition for its own sake,
but it provides the occasion, when they may happen to win, for them to
tell stories about their symbolic victories. Being forced to engage in
competition, they inevitably compare themselves with their co-workers
and sometimes are able to accomplish something in a big way. Bigness
itself becomes the measure of a good performance. The rationale for
telling the story in the first place may be disguised under the rubric of
bigness being an opportunity to do a job well, or making the work
more interesting. But it is the bigness of the event that demonstrates
why a person takes pride in it.

Stanton Haynes, 43, is a partner in a large Philadelphia law firm that
specializes in securities litigation. What really draws him deeply to his
work, he admits, is winning cases. He is a bit embarrassed to admit it,
but the bigger the case, the sweeter it is to win. Although he couches
the story he tells in the rhetoric of doing a job well, he clearly relishes
the fact that the job was the biggest of its kind: “I like the size of the
cases; I have cases that in monetary terms are significant, and because
there is so much money involved I can spend adequate time in devel-
oping and prosecuting issues. One example would be the Wilkes Bond
case where certain nuclear power plants defaulted on their obligations,
and we brought in a fault action which resulted in a $750 million recov-
ery—that was the largest case in the history of securities litigation in
this country!”*!

Because the workplace has come to emphasize occasions for story-
telling so much, an unintended consequence is that we increasingly
view ourselves as the characters in these stories, looking at ourselves



ACCOUNTS 119

more from the outside, as it were, than from the inside. Rather than
actually taking pride in our work, we take pride in the fact that we are
viewed as having done good work. We watch ourselves through a one-
way mirror and are most gratified by the way in which other characters
respond to that person.

There was a hint of this orientation in the words Stuart Cummings
selected earlier to talk about competence. He did not say he enjoyed
“being” competent; he said, “It’s fun being viewed as a competent per-
son.” Minneapolis real-estate appraiser Norm Liindstrom, whom we
met in chapter 1, makes a similar point in emphasizing how much he
enjoys being told he is doing a good job. “It’s the ‘thank you, thank
you,”” he says, that gives him the most pleasure. Another person
shifted subtly from pride in the task to pride in how she is looked upon:
“I like advising people. I like being looked at as an adviser, a counselor.
That’s a rewarding job.”

What this language implies of course is that our accounts do link us
with the roles we play and with the expectations of the system in which
we play these roles. To be a character in a story may give us some
distance from our roles (we apparently take some other stance in order
to talk about ourselves). But letting the character take pride in how
others respond, rather than from the intrinsic knowledge of having
done a job well, is to place ourselves firmly in the grasp of the norma-
tive expectations of those around us. Statements that indicate so clearly
how we enjoy living up to these expectations are vivid examples of the
kinds of accounts we considered in the last chapter. They legitimate our
work by providing a connective tissue between ourselves and the so-
cial norms of our environment.

Learning a job and doing it well is thus something people admit
binds them to their work and makes their work intrinsically meaning-
ful. But pride of performance does not imply that a thankful workforce
has simply found a rewarding way in which to realize its deepest val-
ues. Instead, the performances in which people take pride have been
defined so narrowly as part of the specialized work they do that
achievement is largely segregated from their deepest values, becoming
an end in itself. Organizations try hard to reinforce this end-in-itself
conception and to set the rules by which it is pursued. They probably
do this more effectively, our interviews suggest, by providing the
larger context in which work is performed than by carefully rewarding
specific levels of performance. People take greatest pride in improvis-
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ing, in telling stories about the one great play they made, and in finding
ways to bend the rules. It is as if they are trying hard to make the best
of a situation that has largely been defined for them.

Tae DEmMoNs WITHIN

We saw in chapter 1 that stress is widespread in the American
workforce. In shouldering the responsibility to choose their jobs, to like
them, and to perform well at them, people subject themselves to enor-
mous pressures. The way they handle these pressures is mainly to ac-
cept full responsibility for them, thus contributing even further to the
stress they experience. People objectify their feelings and focus on
them. The formula they seem to live by is, “Don’t try to change the
situation or talk about external conditions; instead, work hard at man-
aging your internal life, at cooling yourself out so you can keep on
functioning.”

Attorney Stanton Haynes is an instructive case. In his line of work,
scheduling depends almost entirely on the judicial calendar, placing
attorneys largely at the mercy of various judges. Because cases may be
at various stages simultaneously, including pretrial and injunction
hearings, plea bargaining, trial, or appeal, a lawyer sometimes has to
work virtually around the clock to keep up. Haynes himself is fre-
quently the victim of this system, the worst time being a recent period
of ten days in which he had to work up thirteen depositions. And yet
when asked specifically about these pressures, he argues that most of
the pressure is “self-imposed.”

Haynes’s view is widely shared. “Pressure is generally created by the
individual” is the way banker Harold Bentley puts it. He believes he
alone is responsible for it. He tries to minimize it by “staying orga-
nized, making up lists, and doing things by the numbers.” “It’s all of
my own choosing,” declares Nancy Earnest, a woman who often puts
in twenty-hour days writing advertising copy: “It’s self-imposed pres-
sure.” “An inner need to do the very best job I can” is the way pollster
Daniel Yankelovich describes it, something his surveys show a major-
ity of Americans (52 percent) say they have.* Successful people are
especially driven by the sense that the pressures they experience are of
their own choosing. They regard themselves as perfectionists, competi-
tive, energetic, driven. They work hard because they feel it is just their
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nature to do so. They identify so closely with their work that having a
satisfactory account of themselves requires putting this much pressure
on themselves.*

In focusing so much on their internal drive to succeed, hard-working
people make it seem as if they are entirely the masters of their own
destinies. But do they simply make up these accounts from whole cloth,
or have they bought into accounts provided them by the institutions in
which they work? Much of the sense that pressure comes from within
appears to develop through the schooling process. Everyone has expe-
rienced the performance-graded rewards, the competition, the recur-
rent testing, and even the subtle cues in schools that tell children they
are worthy if they try hard and do well. It is not just “achievement” as
an abstract value that is taught in the classroom. It is the capacity to
push yourself, to interpret the pressure placed on you as coming from
within instead of from outside, to believe that your successes and fail-
ures depend entirely on how much you exert yourself.

When people arrive at the workplace, they already have a strong
sense that whatever pressure they experience is more of their own
doing than anyone else’s. But the workplace accentuates this percep-
tion. It provides the occasions for accounts that place the burden of
responsibility on their own shoulders.” It may also subtly alter the
meaning of internalized pressure. In school we basically work for our-
selves, for our own improvement, and to create the kind of future we
want for ourselves. We may be told on occasion that we need to work
hard to make the teacher happy or to keep up the school’s reputation
in the community, but basically we know we are working for our-
selves. In the workplace, however, our work is specifically intended to
contribute to the benefit of the institution, helping it invent new prod-
ucts, earn profits, keep its clients from going elsewhere, and so on. But
we are so used to the accounts we have learned in school that we fail to
acknowledge this reality. Instead, we describe the pressure we feel as
our own doing.

All organizations are greedy. Especially when they function in com-
petitive markets, they try to secure as much commitment from their
members as possible. Essentially they push us until we, ourselves, de-
cide it is time to set limits on what we do. It is their job to ask, ours to
refuse. In a sense, when we argue that our demons are from within, we
recognize that it is indeed our job to refuse. The only problem is that
most people do not carry their sense of responsibility this far. Instead
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of recognizing the organizational sources of their feelings, they con-
clude that the feelings themselves are the problem, so they should
work on controlling or eradicating these feelings. They do not take the
feelings as an indication that it is time to say “no.”

Pam Jones, the software engineer, reveals clearly how much the or-
ganizations in which we work can heighten the internalized pressures
we put on ourselves, and yet how hard it is for us to resist these pres-
sures. Like most employees, she meets with her boss periodically for
feedback and evaluation. At each “priority feedback session” (PFS),
Pam’s boss would try to help her set goals for herself by making sug-
gestions and by determining if the energy expended over the past few
weeks had achieved the desired results. Innocent enough. But certainly
an important way in which Pam’s own accounts of her work were
shaped to correspond with what the organization wanted her to ac-
complish. After a while Pam started calling them PMS, instead of PFS,
sessions because they always made her nervous, irritable, and upset.
“It was almost like going into confession,” Pam recalls. “You’d know
that he’d think you hadn’t achieved as much as he thought you were
going to achieve.” She worried and worried trying to figure out what
the problem was. Blaming herself, she decided she was probably just a
perfectionist whose pattern was to feel pushed from within.

Only later did it dawn on Pam that everyone felt the same way
around her supervisor, leading her to recognize that he was adeptly
manipulating the pressure she was putting on herself. She also realized
that she had been trying to please him the same way she had her pro-
fessors in college. Whereas they set limited workloads before her,
though, her current boss seemed always to expect more. She had been
out of college ten years when she finally realized, “No, he’ll keep load-
ing me up with stuff until I say no! No! I hadn’t realized it before, but
that was my job, to say no to him.”

What makes it so hard for people to learn to say no is that the way we
talk about internalized pressure turns it into a higher morality. We do
not regard internalized pressure simply as different from organiza-
tional pressure; we regard it as better, more pure, ideal. Organizational
pressure seems petty, concerned with office politics and personalities,
whereas the demons within drive us to fulfill and improve ourselves
and indeed to get the job done in the most efficient way possible.” The
language we use has an anti-organizational tone that reflects the larger
negative sentiments we still harbor toward bureaucracies. Responding
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to our own demons is better because at least these are the demons we
have chosen. They connote our individuality; they represent prompt-
ings from our true selves. Thus it is not just the boss to whom we have
to say no; it is something deep within ourselves that we have to train to
speak in a different way.

Because they are internal, the demons guiding us have a powerful
hold over us for several other reasons as well. One is that the standards
they set may be so high as to be virtually unattainable. We may literally
work ourselves to death trying. Another is that their voices speak in
monologic tones, never subject to the counsel of others. What they re-
quire is ambiguous, consistent with the demand that we make our own
choices, but still making it difficult to know when enough is enough.
For people in jobs that actually involve a high level of ambiguity, the
voice of these demons only adds to the uncertainty that enough may
not be enough after all.”” Their counsel is also unrelenting. Unlike the
periodic review, they cannot be anticipated or forgotten. They may
lurch at you in the middle of the night.

Dan Duryea, 29, works as a professional investor in Philadelphia. He
acknowledges that there is an enormous amount of pressure in his line
of work. Seeing it as entirely self-imposed, he is nevertheless candid
about the reasons why it has such a hold on him: “I happen to be an
individual who probably sets unrealistic or very challenging criteria to
achieve.” He describes the internal pressure as “fighting with yourself
about what is it you're really capable of, can you live up to your own
expectations, can you fulfill those responsibilities?” He recognizes
these are not just questions about his work, but about an image of him-
self that he has created. “That’s probably the greatest pressure.” It is at
least the most difficult to escape. “You don't go sit down with your
boss and get a review. You sit down with yourself and review yourself,
which may be at two o’clock in the morning, right when you don’t
want to be doing it.”

It is probably fortunate that growing numbers of people are begin-
ning to realize that the pressure they put on themselves is not entirely
self inflicted. After a time, it becomes an expectation, a feature of their
work, perhaps even a by-product of the success they have achieved.
When the demons speak to them in the middle of night, these people
are questioning whether these voices are entirely of their own creation
or whether they represent pressures built into the structure of work
itself.
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Lawyer Stuart Cummings is one of the people who has begun asking
these questions in recent years. “There’s constant pressure,” he admits.
“When you're on the line over three months to get that fifty-million-
dollar deal done, all everyone’s going to know is whether or not you
did it or not. And it’s pressure that—I've used Rolaids over the last few
years, which I never did before. And it is difficult to keep everything in
perspective when there’s that much pressure on you. It sometimes does
not seem right. It does not seem consistent with the life I want to lead.
I wake up at three in the morning worried about, oh, did we get that
document filed, or oh, I've got to remember to talk to so-and-so tomor-
row. That kind of pressure does not seem entirely healthy and is not
really consistent with how I'd like to have my life structured.”

THE MEANING OF SUCCESS

Striving for success has long been considered the primary reason why
people devote themselves so wholeheartedly to their work. In the leg-
ends most of us learn as children, success is the reward of hard work.
Like the rags-to-riches heroes popularized by Horatio Alger at the end
of the last century, the heroes of today are admired because they have
risen from obscurity to be corporation presidents, self-made million-
aires, highly paid professional athletes, and movie stars.®® It is still very
much part of the American Dream to think that anyone who really
wants to can climb the ladder of success. In survey after survey, people
list the chance for advancement as one of the things they most desire in
ajob.” As we might well expect, sensing that possibilities for advance-
ment are present is also closely associated with higher levels of job
satisfaction.*

Organizations of course create incentive systems to encourage peo-
ple to pursue success. Few words appear more often in corporate re-
cruitment brochures than success and its synonyms—advancement,
recognition, excellence, superiority, growth. The ladder that people are
expected to climb is seldom distinguishable from the corporate hierar-
chy or the standards of success prescribed by particular professions.
This does not mean that the old-fashioned ideal of attaining success
simply by working hard and living right is still assumed to prevail.
People in the modern workplace may recognize that being an adroit
manipulator of people, a good talker, and a clever office politician may
count most. The assumption nevertheless is that finding the key to suc-
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cess is uppermost in people’s minds.* Understanding why people may
become so committed to their work that they have trouble finding a
place in their lives for other values, therefore, requires us to look
closely at the role of success.

People seldom talk very long about their work without finding some
way to mention success. Some people exemplify the success ethic in all
its traditional trappings, talking about how they saw possibilities for
upward mobility in the organization that hired them, discussing their
climb up the corporate ladder, or revealing their desire for promotions
or recognition. A lyricist in her early twenties who said she would like
to be the “white Tracy Chapman,” for example, admitted she would
give almost anything to get her music before the public. She has consid-
ered sending it to someone like Prince or Sinead O’Connor. “I just wish
someone out there would give me a chance,” she says. Her view is most
often shared by people who do not have organizational contexts in
which to locate themselves or who (academics and writers are good
examples) depend heavily on gaining individual reputations. Entre-
preneurs and self-employed businesspeople are also among those who
sometimes talk openly about individual success and failure. Brad Dig-
gins, the travel agency owner, for example, says of his failures and
successes, “I have nobody to blame but myself, because I have created
the atmosphere, educated my staff, and taught them to reflect the image
of the company.” And yet when most people talk about success, they
describe it quite differently from the way it has been depicted in the
past.

As conventionally defined (creating wealth, winning in some com-
petitive game, moving up in the world, doing something well), success
appears to have shifted almost completely away from the individual.
These meanings are still voiced frequently as people talk about their
work, but they are used to describe organizations rather than individu-
als. A woman who works as a drug prevention counselor, for example,
talks about her organization’s success relative to similar programs. A
man in broadcasting talks about why some communications schools
are more successful in training students than others. A management
consultant describes the strategies different companies use to gain suc-
cess in selling their products.

It is understandable that these conventional meanings of success
should be more closely associated with organizations than with indi-
viduals. Organizations have become the primary actors in the eco-
nomic arena. Advertising campaigns describe the products of IBM,
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Toyota, and General Foods, not the work of craftsperson X or Y. Even
the “stars” whose success is still associated with individual perfor-
mances are publicly described as being members of a certain ath-
letic team, products of a public relations firm, or creations of the film
industry.

The traditional view of success has also been redefined by the rise of
the so-called service ethic.* People who admit being interested in suc-
cess are much more willing to talk about it in terms of helping someone
else be successful than in terms of advancing themselves. This view of
success is especially evident among people who actually work in the
helping professions. Teachers, therapists, and social workers, for exam-
ple, all talk about the gratification they receive from seeing a student or
a client become successful. People in managerial positions, though,
often use the same language. A sales manager for a computer company,
for example, says he likes it when he is able to make his customers look
good because that helps them to advance in their own companies. By
implication, people who help others succeed are also successful them-
selves. But service success is radically different from the self-made indi-
vidual who rises simply by dint of his or her own wits and hard work.
People who admit they are interested in success are also quick to say
how this interest is tempered by other considerations. Being “on the
make” is too blatant to be socially acceptable, so people tone it down by
emphasizing some of the other themes we have considered. People are
especially likely to subjectivize their definitions of success—and indeed
the entire decision-making process—as a way of taking the rough
edges off their accounts. A nurse in her mid-fifties who works in a
supervisory capacity as a clinical evaluator in a New York hospital, for
example, says she took the job because she was interested in profes-
sional advancement. Having said this, though, she immediately back-
pedals: “I guess I considered professional advancement as a constella-
tion of factors. The position had to feel right for me. I had to be very
interested in it. I had to feel that it wasn't just the right move, but that
I'would feel comfortable working with these colleagues.” In emphasiz-
ing her own feelings, she thus gives the impression that professional
advancement is not so much achieving standing in the profession itself,
but doing something that she herself could consider important and
worthwhile.

As this example suggests, the meaning of success has been greatly
influenced by the turn inward that we have observed in people’s views
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of performance and the demons that drive them to work hard. An ele-
mentary schoolteacher, for instance, says she generally feels successful
at work, but she describes success as an “inner glow.” She does not
associate it with promotions or pay raises. A physician who runs a
highly successful family practice refers to his interest in success
obliquely in arguing that schools need to teach young people how to be
successful. But what they should teach, he says, is “being happy, being
loved, getting love, understanding God.”

For most people, success is some combination of internal and exter-
nally defined standards.* They recognize that the environment in
which they work encourages success, but the ladder they themselves
climb is in considerable measure subjective. Consequently, they can
experience ascent whether they receive pay raises, job promotions, and
accolades from the boss or not. When these external rewards are in
scarce supply, it is especially valuable that people can still feel they are
making progress. This perception of success also strengthens the tie
between individuals and their work. Having defined success for them-
selves, they can move up the ladder because they want to, not because
they are being pushed and prodded by other people.

Consistent with this emphasis on subjective definitions, people also
complain about external standards of success that their organizations
try to impose on them. Real-estate appraiser Norm Lundstrém com-
plains, for example, “My work requires me to measure everything in
money. It bothers me that a lot of people I work with want everything
to be measured in money. It's greed—needing and wanting and desir-
ing and working for money. Sometimes I wish we could do things
without money being involved, like live!” Brenda Kane, a history pro-
fessor who recently received her Ph.D. degree from Harvard, observes
a similar corrupting of basic human values in the academic world.
Here, instead of money, intellectual snobbery becomes the name of the
game. “It flows over in terms of how you deal with people,” she ad-
mits. From being critical of ideas it is only a small step to “being short
with people, being curt, and more quick to judge people on an intellec-
tual basis. You say, ‘Oh, that’s a stupid argument,” and you write them
off. It’s horrible.”

There is also a notable tendency to criticize the entire emphasis
American culture places on success. A Nashville music publisher, for
example, notes that he and his partner have enjoyed considerable suc-
cess in the popular music world during the past five years, but the main
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lesson he has learned, he says, is that he does not like himself as well
because he is compromising the kind of music he values most. A man
in his sixties who has made a fortune managing various businesses in
the entertainment world says he knows many people who epitomize
the success ethic. But they repulse him because they see people as “ex-
pendable and usable.” He believes this is too high a price to pay for
success.

Other people admit they were interested in success when they were
younger but say they now believe there are more important reasons to
work hard. Teri Silver, the former Drexel Burnham systems analyst,
says she always considered job openings in terms of “room for ad-
vancement,” but now that she is approaching her thirtieth birthday she
is more reflective. She says she has been thinking a lot more seriously
about “where am I going” and “what do I want to do with my life.”
Sometimes these disclaimers come from people who are having to cope
with not being as successful as they had hoped to be.* Just as evident,
though, are highly successful people who believe success is no longer
as important as it once was. For example, a man in his early forties who
has achieved considerable success as a writer, editor, and publisher
laments, “When I was growing up, it was extremely important to be
successful in my studies and in other things. I didn’t feel valued as a
human being.” He says he wants to provide a different kind of example
for his own children.

Much has also been made of the language of games to describe the
way in which Americans currently think about success. According to
some analysts, success can no longer be defined in absolute terms, such
as becoming a millionaire or finding a cure for cancer, so people con-
textualize it, likening themselves to players in a game. This metaphor
emphasizes competition, encourages people to play hard, perhaps
even gives them some tangible sense of winning, but ultimately de-
means success by turning it into something played largely for its own
sake instead of to achieve higher aims in life. The game mentality is
thus a key to understanding how people can be committed to their
work without associating it with their broader values.

When people discuss their work, they do sometimes talk about
games. Their language, however, nearly always describes games in
negative terms. A dentist, for example, looks back at the struggle he
had to get into dental school and describes it as “a game I had to play.”
A young businesswoman who burned out at her job and quit says she
was sometimes able to keep herself going by “making up games,” but
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these did not keep her satisfied very long. A salesman says he can stand
being rejected because “it’s just part of the game.” But he also realizes
thinking of his work as a game is a defense mechanism that he would
rather do without. Others talk about having to play “social games” or
complain of the games their supervisors play, and a number of people
explain career changes by saying they did not like playing the games
they had to in their previous jobs.*

On balance, then, conventional views of success figure surprisingly
little in the accounts people give of why they are committed to their
work. This conclusion may appear contradictory to the fact that so
many people in opinion surveys say promotions and advancement are
important. It is nevertheless consistent with the relative importance
people attach to these job characteristics. In one national study, for ex-
ample, “chances for promotion” ranked third from the bottom in a list
of sixteen characteristics people were asked to evaluate.* In my own
survey, it ranked eighth (out of ten) as an important reason for getting
into one’s line of work.” This does not of course mean that success is
unimportant in absolute terms. Like money, it probably is one of the
background conditions that helps keep people tethered to their jobs.*
The fact that people are virtually silent about it, at least as convention-
ally defined, though, is significant in itself. People do not want to feel
they are driven by forces that may be beyond their control, such as an
eventual promotion or pay raise. They want even less to think they are
simply part of the vulgar, success-driven culture they read about in the
newspapers. Instead, they define their own standards of success and
associate these with features of their work, such as service to others or
feeling good about themselves. This way of defining success allows
some people to bring their wider values to bear on how they think
about their work. For many, however, internally defined success is still
very much an end in itself. It defines a relationship between persons
and their jobs yet provides little in the way of language to talk about
the wider commitments in which that relationship is situated.

WoRrRkK wiTH A HumMAN FACE

To hear most people tell it, the best thing about their work is that it
resembles the cozy, hearth-lit general store depicted in a Norman
Rockwell painting. Contrary to what critics have said, the modern
workplace is apparently not a vast bureaucracy with mindless drones
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chewing up paper in their respective cubbyholes. No matter how large
their organization may be, people insist they work in a warm, conge-
nial environment. The human touch is so much in evidence that they
like their work and feel deeply committed to it.

In the folklore of American corporations, increasing importance has
indeed been placed on turning the workplace into a family-like atmo-
sphere. “Companies are coming back to the family thing,” says Mel
Thompson, a businessman whose work takes him to dozens of major
companies both in the United States and abroad each year. He says the
idea is to acquaint employees with each other’s personal habits so they
can work together more effectively. Company parties, monthly picnics,
and activities that bring workers’ families to the office are being initi-
ated for this purpose. Managers believe that making people feel more
at home, Thompson explains, enables them to feel freer about making
suggestions, increases their loyalty to the organization, and makes
work more enjoyable overall. He thinks American companies have
been influenced to move increasingly in this direction because of Japa-
nese competition. “The Japanese have forced a lot down our throats,
which at the beginning I thought was bad,” he admits, “but now I think
it’s the best thing that’s ever happened.”

Thompson’s view appears to be widely shared. In the extensive in-
terviews conducted among top brass of “America’s best-run corpora-
tions,” Peters and Waterman discovered frequent attempts to depict
these organizations as “extended families.” Mega-bureaucracies such
as IBM, Wal-Mart, McDonald’s, Delta Airlines, Hewlett Packard,
Kodak, and Procter & Gamble all insisted they functioned more like the
local neighborhood picnic than billion-dollar enterprises.” People in
other settings often express the same view.

“The atmosphere here is very collegial,” says Stanton Haynes. The
law firm he works for includes more than forty partners, fifteen para-
legals, and seventy-five support staffers. But in his view it still functions
like an intimate family: “We're all on a first-name basis and anybody in
the firm is free to ask anybody else in the firm for advice or contribute
their thoughts.” Harold Bentley works for an interstate banking firm
that operates thirty-two branch offices in the Twin Cities area alone.
His company does not seem like a huge bureaucracy to him either. He
describes it more as a family. “You don’t treat people so much as em-
ployees as you do as co-workers, and you develop the small family ties
and, yes, I know who their kids are and who their wives are.”
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How can people who work in large bureaucracies maintain the belief
that their organizations are like families? By focusing on the few indi-
viduals who happen to treat them right, while ignoring the larger and
more impersonal hierarchy in which they work. They become “local”
in their thinking, as it were, much in the same way that people who live
in vast urban jungles manage to block out the impersonality and ano-
nymity of these places by huddling together with a few of their closest
friends. Sheathed in the protective safety of their own enclave, they feel
more powerful than if they had to confront the entire world.

Dorothy Sizinski recognizes that the printing company she works for
is a large, well-established firm that puts its employees under a lot of
stress and requires them to be “high-power individuals” if they are
going to survive. But she is able to block out much of that pressure by
focusing on her own immediate department. “Fortunately, I work with
people that understand that it is high stress and can break the tension
with humor. It’s a team atmosphere. No one ever feels out on a limb.
We all kind of run it. If we want to make changes, we can make
changes.”

As they do in other kinds of accounts, people also put a human face
on their work environment by telling exemplary, ritualized stories.
These stories focus so much on exceptional episodes that they turn life
into a succession of crises and celebrations rather than the daily routine
of which most of it consists. Stuart Cummings, for example, says the
lawyers in his firm are strong, competitive individualists who look out
for themselves and get their work done. But he hastens to add that they
“are also supportive and are genuinely happy for you when something
happens positively in your life.” He is convinced the people he works
with care about him as a person. What makes him think so? He tells a
story: “My uncle seemed to be sick with some sort of cancer a couple of
years ago, and one of my senior partners who was chairman of the
Board of Trustees at the University of Chicago Hospital went to bat for
us. There were no holds barred in lining up the best doctors available
immediately to help my uncle.” It was a rare case, but Stuart is quick to
generalize from it: “I know that if I ask my partners to help me out in
a pinch, they would be more than glad to help me out.””!

These stories stand out in people’s memories only partly because
they stem from crisis events. They also become part of the corporate
culture of the workplace. People tell them to their co-workers because
this is the way things are supposed to be. Bosses want to think their
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employees are part of a satisfied little family. Management mythology
emphasizes a connection between warmth and productivity. Manage-
ment experts insist this is indeed the way it should be. As one consul-
tant explains, “Effective organization design has to do with love and
respect for people no matter where they stand in the hierarchy; organi-
zations that are able to do that do magical things, really exciting
things.”*

Companies often try to project this image directly to their employees.
Peters and Waterman, for example, found frequent mention of it in
corporations’” annual reports. The family image may also be projected
in advertising and in recruiting brochures. It is likely to be communi-
cated by personnel managers who carefully evoke pledges of loyalty
from employees and repeat these pledges in initiation rites involving
new recruits. As the personnel manager of a large California depart-
ment-store chain observes, “In the training I do, I emphasize that
you're not a number here, people know you by name. There are a lot of
companies out there that really don’t care about you that much. You're
there to make money for them and that’s all.”

The mom-and-pop image also helps people believe their work makes
a difference. The service ethic is often at odds with other requirements
of the workplace, particularly its need for bottom-line efficiency. Just
how much customers and clients have actually been helped is often
difficult to measure as well. But holding forth exemplary cases of peo-
ple being helped is a way of demonstrating that our work indeed has
a human face. If we have invested something of ourselves, and if we
know our coworkers well enough to sense that their motives are pure,
then so much the better.

When people feel their work is part of a human enterprise, rather
than just a cold bureaucracy, they generally do feel better about them-
selves. They work harder and commit more of their personal identity to
their place of work. This is in part because the mom-and-pop image
helps overcome the sense of inauthenticity that has become such a fea-
ture of the marketplace. The feeling that one cannot truly be who one
is has been reinforced by the salesperson motif and by the glitzy,
“image is everything” character of advertising and the mass media.
People feel that selling themselves in the marketplace requires them to
put up a false front. But most people insist they do not really have to
sell themselves. The warm atmosphere in which they work allows
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them to be themselves. They feel authentic because the workplace
draws in more of their personal talents, traits, and peculiarities.

Like other themes, then, work with a human face is an account that
helps people explain why they feel committed to their work. It shows
that work ultimately cannot be compartmentalized in an economic cat-
egory operating according to its own laws. Even when people talk only
about their work, they invoke implicit assumptions about themselves
and their lives. The workplace channels these accounts, helping people
to focus on the few people who treat them with respect, rather than the
bureaucracy that knows them only by number, providing ritual occa-
sions for telling stories about caring, and integrating family and service
orientations into corporate mythology. The commitment that results is
thus a connection between work and self, not simply a type of role
behavior. When intimacy, warmth, and family can all be experienced at
work, little reason exists for people to set limits on that part of their
lives. Yet, in reality, people lead richer lives and have deeper needs
than these workplace definitions of the self are able to fulfill.

PurTtinG IT ALL TOGETHER

On the whole, the accounts people give of their work reveal that it is, in
most cases, meaningful to them. The reason they feel committed to
their work and expend so much energy on it is that they feel right about
it, and it in turn makes them feel right about themselves. Everybody
has moments of doubt when they wonder if they are pursuing the right
career, and they know their current job is by no means perfect. Being
able to tell stories to themselves and to their acquaintances, however,
sustains them from day to day. We fail to understand the significance
of these accounts if we assume, as much of the published literature
does, that people somehow start out their adult lives with a certain set
of values, search the labor markets until they find some line of work
consistent with these values, and then live happily ever after.

Staying committed to one’s work is an ongoing process (which is
why people burn out, become discouraged, and make career changes).
What sustains commitment in this ongoing way is not so much the
monthly paycheck or the annual promotion, but the ability to call up
stories about why we are doing what we do. These stories forge links
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between our work and our personal lives, our biographies, including
especially our sense of who we are and where our talents lie.

They may do so in quite selective ways, showing how one side of our
selves is reflected in one aspect of our work. Countering this tendency
toward narrowness, however, our accounts also emphasize the great
variety we experience in our work. By implication, they suggest that
our work is as rich as a full conception of our total personality would
require. In this sense, the very narrowness of our specialized jobs is the
reason we emphasize variety as much as we do.

Our stories also legitimate the work we do and our conceptions of
ourselves by emphasizing the active, willful role we play in deciding
how best to accomplish it. A self is many things, not the least of which
are those supposedly innate traits and dispositions over which we have
little control. Were we simply to emphasize those characteristics, we
might view our work as a kind of destiny to which we needed merely
to resign ourselves. By emphasizing the ongoing reality of choice in our
work, we force ourselves, as it were, to accept responsibility for its
meaning and value.

Doing the job well may also be regarded as nothing more than living
out the perfectionism of our parents, or doing what we must in order
to stay employed. Talking about the feelings of accomplishment we
derive from our work, though, is a way of saying that it does contribute
to our sense of being good, decent, worthy individuals. The self not
only gives of itself (in the sense of expending energy), but receives as a
result of the work it does.

When we describe our compulsion to do well as an inner voice, we
merely complete the circle, showing that we are responding to more
than external conditions. These voices, as our interviews have indi-
cated, rise up, not just from the surface promptings of our conscience,
but from deep within ourselves. People describe them as long-standing,
enduring voices that they have known all their lives, as voices power-
ful enough to awaken them in the middle of the night, even as voices
they sometimes wish they could escape.

How all this emphasis in our accounts on the role of the self can be
reconciled with the fact that we actually work in complex organiza-
tions that present us with so many things not of our own choosing is a
significant question. We resolve this problem by creating a kind of in-
terpersonal space within these complex working environments. People
recognize the structures and norms that govern their places of employ-
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ment but speak of them in remote, abstract terms. The perceptual space
in which they actually work appears to be a kind of antistructure—
what anthropologist Victor Turner has called “communitas”—peopled
by warm, caring individuals who get along well with each other, and
who often get the job done despite, rather than because of, the larger
structures in which they work.” Not surprisingly, people give negative
affect to these larger structures, compared with the positive affect they
associate with their immediate communitas.

What they especially dislike, to the point that it often figures in ac-
counts of job switching, is someone in this immediate space who vio-
lates its human qualities. Co-workers who act like “snots,” as one
woman put it, or who compete too aggressively, and supervisors who
do not share the values of their workers are frequently cited examples.
Even when such negative presences are part of the communitas,
though, workers are often able to retain their sense of the essential hu-
manness of this space by attributing problems to personality deficits or
to external pressures.

Within this human space, workers are thus able to feel that they
themselves are able to act as complete persons, rather than simply hav-
ing to act out a role. Being able to do so is consistent with their sense of
being in control, of listening to their own voices, and of being persons
who are doing the right thing.

WHEN E. F. HutTON SPEAKS

The greatest irony of the savings-and-loan scandals of 1989 and 1990 is
that E. F. Hutton kept its morally bankrupt empire alive by running
frequent television commercials announcing to the world that when it
spoke, people listened. But the commercial should have given the pub-
lic a clue to the vacuity of the empire they were being asked to trust. For
when people turned to listen, the commercial went silent.

The same is true of the accounts people give of their economic behav-
ior. More can often be learned from their silence than from what they
say. People believe that what is best for them is best for everybody.
They do not see themselves as greedy and ruthless, or even as overly
aggressive and ambitious. They see themselves as caring, responsible
individuals, pursuing the good life simply by working hard, doing
their best, and enjoying the choices set before them. But listening
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closely to their accounts, as we have tried to do in this chapter, reveals
that the stories they tell follow certain formulaic patterns. They depict
variety, choice, achievement, responsibility, and even caring, but in
ways that reflect workplace definitions of these values. Little is said
about broader horizons, wider varieties of choice, deeper meanings of
human achievement, or the ways in which economic institutions de-
limit the actions of caring individuals.

Best-selling books written for aspiring corporate moguls have come
increasingly in recent years to emphasize values. It may be that these
books will effect a new managerial revolution that overcomes the pres-
ent separation between work and broader human values. More likely,
however, is the possibility that middle-level bureaucrats will simply
become more adept at manipulating corporate cultures to give the ap-
pearance of talking about values when the real message is still silence.
One can wade through much hyperbole about “values and beliefs” in
a book like Peters and Waterman’s, for example, before finding any
substantive definition of what these values and beliefs might be. When
one is finally presented, moreover, it sounds strikingly similar to the
well-bounded workplace accounts we have just considered. Being the
best, taking pride in executing high-quality work, stimulating internal-
ized individual motivation, promoting informal communication in the
office, providing for variety and creativity—these are the “basic val-
ues” from which people are supposed to find meaning and purpose for
their lives.”

People are also silent about how they set limits on their work. So
much of what they say focuses on the relationship between what they
do and their inner selves that their accounts do not lead to statements
about obligations toward family or community that might limit their
work by setting it in a larger context. The fact that work traits translate
so subtly into personality characteristics also makes it hard for people
to say how their work may not nourish other parts of their selves. Peo-
ple do have ways, as we shall see in later chapters, of limiting their
work commitments. Their inability to integrate these other commit-
ments into their accounts of work itself, however, is often a source of
the stress, guilt, and ambivalence that accompanies the otherwise posi-
tive feelings they have about their jobs.”

The irony in all this is that American capitalism sustains itself as
much (if not more) through its culture as it does through its economic
functions. Despite the fact that critics and defenders alike have focused
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on its capacity to generate profits and to lure workers economically, it
is the accounts capitalism provides that serve as its most powerful
tools. They tell us that working hard is a good thing because it brings
variety to our lives and lets us exercise choice, even if this variety and
choice amount to very little in the wider scheme of things. Our ac-
counts provide us with symbolic victories in which we take pride, even
if the occasion for these victories is carefully orchestrated and inter-
preted by the organizations for which we work. When pressures mount,
we do not try to change the conditions of our work; we try to change
ourselves, taking responsibility for our feelings, telling ourselves that
the trouble lies within. In consequence, capitalism functions less as a
taskmaster, forcing us to do something we would rather not, and more
as an alluring siren, compelling us with stories of its wonders and its
irresistible charms.

Capitalism certainly renews itself by generating profits. It sustains
itself, as observers point out, by establishing bureaucratic norms to
which people feel compelled to conform—norms of dress, corporate
etiquette, teamwork, self control, and public propriety. Much deeper
than these norms, however, are the legitimating accounts that tell us
why it is good to be committed to our work. These accounts are cultural
constructions—stories we find printed in the schoolbooks we read,
voiced in the organizations for which we work, and eventually re-
peated in the echo chambers of our own minds. Insofar as they invoke
fundamental definitions of reality, insofar as they suggest conceptions
of the good, insofar as they tell us how to behave—they are fundamen-
tally moral rather than economic. Yet they have been appropriated and
shaped by economic institutions to the point that they seldom show
any connection to the larger moral traditions that make up our cultural
birthright.



Chapter Six

(NOT) TALKING ABOUT MONEY:
THE SOCIAL SOURCES AND PERSONAL
CONSEQUENCES OF SUBJECTIVIZATION

ONEY IS ONE of our deepest passions. Loved, sought after,
M sometimes ridiculed and despised, it has always been con-
sidered fundamental to the lives of individuals and of soci-
eties. Following customs nearly three millennia old, printed currencies
carry the faces of public figures who symbolize the commonweal. The
great age of exploration that led to the founding of our own nation was
prompted in no small measure by the belief that bullion and power
went hand in hand. Even the radical social reformers of the nineteenth
century, so often critical of the economic arrangements of their day,
believed money to be a singular force in the shaping of modern life.
Shakespeare had written that it would “lug your priests and servants
from your sides [and] pluck stout men’s pillows from below their
heads.” But it was Marx who quoted these lines in support of his own
argument that money was the quintessential “omnipotent being.”’
The view that money marches through history of its own accord,
“tempting the soul” with its innocence and simplicity (as sociologist
Georg Simmel once declared), has been widely challenged in recent
years.” Realizing that money is too important to be left entirely to econ-
omists, scholars in sociology, anthropology, and history have begun to
examine the cultural meanings of money.’ In the current view, society
exerts a reciprocal influence on money, rather than being shaped only
by the all-transforming power of money itself. Moral, social, and reli-
gious values all need to be considered. My colleague Viviana Zelizer,
for example, has shown that “special monies” such as household pin
money and children’s allowances have often carried quite different
meanings from the currencies of the wider marketplace.*
The recent view is a much-needed corrective to simplistic economic
thinking about money, but in trying to relate money more closely with
cultural understandings some interpreters lose sight of one of the vital
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contributions of the earlier work. In the writings of Marx, Simmel, and
others of their day, the essential conflict between money and other
human values was always emphasized. Zelizer in fact summarizes
these arguments in a way that illustrates how strongly this conflict was
emphasized: “A sharp dichotomy is established between money and
nonpecuniary values. Money in modern society is defined as essen-
tially profane and utilitarian in contrast to noninstrumental values.
Money is qualitatively neutral; personal, social, and sacred values are
qualitatively distinct, unexchangeable, and indivisible.”

We must retain this insight and try to understand better how it con-
tributes to our present predicament. It is not enough to recognize that
money takes on different meanings in different situations. Anyone can
plainly see that a dollar placed in the offering plate Sunday morning
means something different from one placed on the horses Saturday
night. Nothing of great importance derives from this insight. Why a
fundamental dichotomy exists in our culture between money and non-
pecuniary values is a far more troubling question. It goes to the heart of
the problems we face in relating our economic commitments to the
other parts of our lives.

Once this question is taken seriously, the newer perspectives on
money can prove enormously helpful in directing our thinking toward
creative solutions. The political economists of the nineteenth century
largely assumed that money was distinguishable from other values
because of some intrinsic property of money itself. They advanced ar-
guments about its inherent neutrality with respect to its uses, the sig-
nificance of its divisibility in quantitative gradations, and its seeming
tendency to reproduce itself. The newer perspectives require us to
think of money as a product of culture. Why it is separated from other
human values is, in this view, a function of the cultural patterns that
shape our thinking. To understand these patterns we must pry into
some of our most commonsensical, widely taken-for-granted assump-
tions about money.

The nineteenth-century writers who criticized the social role of
money made another significant contribution that should remain in the
forefront of our thinking. Zelizer also provides a succinct summary of
this argument: “Monetary concerns are seen as constantly enlarging,
quantifying, and often corrupting all areas of life.”® This too is a ten-
dency that rings true in the experience of many Americans. They feel
constantly pressured by the need for money, by rising prices, and by
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their own desire to have more money than they do. But why? Is it just
the so-called spiral of inflation that causes this pressure? Does money
contain a hidden energy that causes it inexorably to expand? Or does
its enlargement and corrosiveness depend in some way on how our
culture encourages us to think about money?

THE AMERICAN TABOO

Anthropologists have long recognized that a key to understanding cul-
tural systems is to focus on those things that are considered taboo. First
brought to the attention of Europeans by Captain James Cook’s obser-
vations of Polynesian rules against touching the dead, taboo has gradu-
ally come to be recognized as a feature of all societies. It is associated
with something so sacred, so powerful, that to touch it or even to talk
about it is to expose oneself to considerable danger. The taboos among
the ancient Israelites against entering the Holy of Holies, touching the
Ark of the Covenant, or uttering the name of Y—H provide vivid ex-
amples. Freud’s contention that taboos are the public manifestation of
deep-seated psychological repression and anxiety also merits serious,
if qualified, consideration.” The Victorian taboo on public discussions
of sexuality (giving rise to many of Freud’s own contributions) is per-
haps the most frequently cited example. Of significance, too, are nu-
merous studies pointing to the positive role played by taboo in main-
taining the status quo of established social patterns.®

Over the past century countless taboos, once guarding features of
American life deemed too inviolable even to be discussed, have been
exposed and shattered. Victorian prohibitions against sexuality have
been replaced by candid educational, commercial, and artistic portray-
als of nearly all aspects of this topic. Taboos that once made it virtually
impossible for persons of one race to marry persons of another race
have largely been eradicated. Other forbidden behaviors, such as
women participating in electoral politics or intellectuals subscribing to
heterodox political views, have gradually come under the protection of
civil liberties legislation. But if anthropologists are correct in arguing
that all societies have taboos, we must ask where the deepest taboos in
our own society are now to be found. Money is perhaps the topic that
remains most subject to deep norms of stricture and taboo. More than
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sex, health, death, or any other aspect of personal life, it is the one most
difficult for us to discuss in public.

This claim may at first glance strike some readers as peculiar. Surely
anyone even casually acquainted with American culture would argue
precisely the opposite. Foreign visitors, for example, typically observe
that buying, selling, price tags, advertising, and dollar signs seem to be
everywhere. Virtually every newspaper includes a business section
filled with long lists of stock quotations and discussions of currency
rates. Television programs and magazines have carved out significant
markets by specializing in money. The number of periodical articles
dealing with money has risen steadily in recent decades, as have the
number of advice books on this subject and the number of people who
earn their living as brokers, accountants, and financial advisers.

The public visibility of particular topics, however, is seldom a good
barometer of how much these same topics may or may not be couched
in taboo. Indeed, a compelling argument can be made that precisely
the same power arrangements may lead both to public visibility and to
popular prohibitions. Among the ancient Israelites, for example, the
gradual establishment of a powerful priestly class resulted both in
more elaborate public rituals of worship and in stricter taboos govern-
ing private moral and religious behavior.” Or, for another example,
what has commonly been recognized as a strong taboo against discus-
sions of death in Western culture can generally be understood in the
same way. This taboo was in effect strengthened by the growth of hos-
pitals, funeral homes, and professional occupations devoted to the
care of the dying. Within these institutional settings, discussions of
illness and death became ever more common, technical, and scientific,
while a pall of silence on these topics fell increasingly over the general
population.'

Despite the highly technical discussions of money markets, currency
rates, and other financial wisdom that appear in specialized public
media, the American public is almost completely mute on the subject of
money. When asked if they ever discuss money or personal finances
with friends, family, or anyone else, most people flatly say “no” or else
qualify their answers to indicate that these discussions occur infre-
quently, avoid sensitive topics, and require special levels of trust. A
typical response is like the one given by a Chicago insurance broker.
Although he deals with money questions every day in his work, he
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says he never tells anybody in his personal life what he makes, how
much money he has saved up, or what his investments are. Asked why
not, he admits, “I don’t know why; I just think it’s taboo.”

As people reflect on this taboo, we discover just how deeply rooted
it is in our understandings of what constitutes appropriate behavior.
Stuart Cummings, whose friends are mostly wealthy, says it is just
plain rude to talk about money. People who do, he thinks, are trying to
show how much they have. A New Jersey dentist who earns a moder-
ate income says he gets along better with his friends when he keeps his
mouth closed about any kind of financial matters. A young man in
Washington, D.C., who is still struggling to get established in his pro-
fession, says he keeps quiet about money because people he associates
with then think he has more than he really does. A senior banking
official in Chicago says the taboo exists without exception in his com-
pany because there would be an epidemic of jealously and complaints
if people knew each other’s salaries." This was the same lesson Michael
Lewis, author of Liar’s Poker, learned during his short career on Wall
Street: “investment bankers didn’t like to talk about money.”"*

Working women are a bit more likely than men to admit they have
had conversations about money. But many say they learned very
quickly to monitor themselves. A clergywoman in California, for exam-
ple, admits one of her parishioners became quite offended one day
when she innocently inquired about his personal finances. A Washing-
ton-based therapist says she and her fellow workers used to talk about
finances when they were first starting out, but soon quit doing so be-
cause they all realized the discussions were taking a competitive turn.

The blackout on discussions of money is not absolute, of course, but
what people say they do and do not talk about is also very revealing. A
woman in Philadelphia says she sometimes talks with her friends
about tuition at the private school where she and her friends send their
children, but this is about all she is willing to discuss. “I wouldn’t talk
about how much my husband makes. I wouldn’t tell anybody how
much we owe on credit cards or our home equity loan, or even how
much our mortgage payment is. There’s just a strong feeling that that’s
a tacky thing to do.” Another woman talks occasionally with her
friends about the price of automobiles or how rent costs are rising. She
says the discussion, though, is usually at a very general level, like how
high prices are, rather than anything touching on specific problems. A
number of people say their discussions arise when they are trying to
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decide on a major purchase, such as an automobile or a new home. In
these cases, they often feel free to seek advice from a parent or close
sibling; yet it is also common for people to shield these discussions
from other members of their family whom they have learned not to
trust.”

These examples suggest that people will talk about money when the
ice has somehow been broken. They are most likely to discuss prices of
consumer goods and other standard household budget items that have
been advertised. In these cases, advertising makes general price levels
public, so people feel they are revealing less in discussing these prices.™*
Occasionally, people are able to discuss financial matters that might
not otherwise be in the public domain because they all find themselves
in the same situation. Waiting to pick children up from the same pri-
vate school may be such an occasion. Another example came from a
woman who found she was able to discuss home repair costs because
everyone in her neighborhood happened to be making the same re-
pairs at about the same time. What people are most reluctant to dis-
cuss are their salaries, their personal net worth, and their debts. These
are more purely financial or monetary, rather than being associated
with marketable goods, and as such they are protected in a cloud of
secrecy.”

The other context in which people find it possible to talk about
money is when professional norms are present. A small percentage of
people, for example, say they seek advice from financial advisers, bro-
kers, and accountants. A few people we talked to also said they had
found ways to obtain such advice informally from friends and co-
workers.' The way in which people talk about these encounters, how-
ever, reveals that they function best when certain conventions are re-
spected and that even under the best circumstances people often feel
awkward and embarrassed. An air force officer who had recently been
forced to declare personal bankruptcy sought advice from an attorney;
he admits, however, that he found it very embarrassing to talk about
his finances even in this professional relationship. A minister who reg-
ularly seeks advice from an accountant says he hesitates to do so be-
cause he feels he should be more competent himself in dealing with
money questions. A sales representative who often receives valuable
advice on stocks and investments from his co-workers acknowledges
that these discussions work because nobody actually reveals how
much they are planning to invest or specific amounts they have earned
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or lost. He also says he limits these discussions to the few co-workers
who have positions and lifestyles most similar to his own.

The few people who say they talk freely with friends and family
about their personal finances also demonstrate that the taboo on
money talk is a cultural norm rather than a kind of censorship that
individuals simply develop on their own. It is a norm that most people
accept, yet it is clearly a phenomenon largely of the American middle
class. It is much less widespread among the underprivileged, in the
working class, and among ethnic groups that retain a strong sense of
family and community identity.”” When asked if he ever discusses his
personal finances with friends and family, a Hispanic man in Los An-
geles, for example, replies, “Sure, it’s part of my life!” He says this is not
unusual in the Hispanic community. Others who said they talked
about money on a regular basis included a Minneapolis priest who
discusses personal finances with others in his priests’ support group, a
banker who had just returned from an assignment in China where he
discovered there was much more openness about personal finances,
and an air force electrician who says people talk more freely about
money in the military because salary levels associated with each rank
are public information.'®

As anthropologists who study other kinds of taboo have discovered,
the rules underlying deeply held social prohibitions are often best re-
vealed when people violate these rules. Some of the examples just
considered show that violations of the money taboo subject people to
personal discomfort and even criticism. The people who find special
circumstances in which to talk about money reveal that taboos depend
on institutional arrangements. They also depend on cultural under-
standings that supercharge money with extra meaning, power, per-
haps even a kind of sacredness. The few people who tried successfully
to overcome norms against talking about money were those who con-
sciously adopted a different stance toward it. One woman, for example,
says she has been able to talk more frankly with her parents in recent
years about personal finances because they have learned to joke about
these issues. Bringing humor into the conversation strips money of its
gravity. Another woman tries to talk openly about family finances with
her children to help them understand better why she and her husband
make certain decisions. The language she uses is much like the lan-
guage people adopted when sex was first becoming a subject of family
discussion. Money, she says, is not something special or mysterious. It
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shouldn’t be turned into something more than it is. “It isn’t so precious
that it needs to be hidden or kept secret; it is just like anything else, just
a fact of life.”

Most parents, however, do not treat money with this degree of can-
dor. Indeed, one of the reasons many people find it so hard to talk
about money is that during their formative years they never heard their
parents discuss it. Some parents intentionally shield their children from
discussions of money because they fear it will generate insecurity.
Others believe money, like sex, is an adult subject that children cannot
understand.” They talk about children being innocent and pure,
whereas money is complicated and dirty, an “adult” subject.

Barb Gimelli, 40, a single mother who owns a management consult-
ing firm, is more open about her personal finances than most people.
She participates in a support group for working women that frequently
gets into candid discussions of such matters. As a single woman, she
also has some friends she confides in. But, like others, she sets limits on
these conversations. She claims not to understand exactly why she
does this, but somehow she feels such discussions are not appropriate,
especially in the context of children. “My kids ask me sometimes, 'How
much money do you make, mom?’ And I tell them the same thing my
parents always told me, ‘That’s not something I should share with
you.” And I always think that maybe that’s sort of weird. I don’t know
why I say that. It's sort of an automatic response, but I guess I think
that it’s a little crass or I don't really like talking about, oh, I make X
dollars or something. Yeah, I wouldn't talk about that.”

But the main reason children do not learn about money from their
parents is that contemporary family patterns simply do not encourage
that major financial decisions be made in the presence of children. With
work being geographically separated from the home, and with mort-
gages being negotiated in bankers’ offices and bills being paid by elec-
tronic transfers, children can grow up without having direct access to
any of their parents’ monetary thinking. It then becomes easier for par-
ents to enforce the taboo against talking about money because the sub-
ject is shielded from view.

It was not always like this. In an earlier era children worked along-
side parents on the family farm or in the family business. Prohibitions
against idle talk about money often kept parents from discussing their
deepest fears and fantasies with children. The day-to-day handling of
money, however, was likely to be conducted in the presence of, and
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sometimes with the active participation of, children. As a result, chil-
dren learned more of the reasoning behind their parents’ decisions.
They saw that money was not just a means of paying the bills, but an
integral feature of life itself.

The significance of such interaction is clearly illustrated by an older
woman, Lydia Kramer, who spoke with us about her childhood. Born
in the 1920s, she lived most of her childhood during the Great Depres-
sion. Lydia’s parents owned a farm in Pennsylvania. Times were hard,
but her father managed to turn scarcity into a relatively comfortable
living. Realizing that his dairy herd could produce more than milk
alone, he started adding butter and cottage cheese to his delivery route.
Relying mostly on family labor, he was able to sell these products inex-
pensively. Ice cream was becoming more popular, so Lydia’s father
experimented with that, too. It proved difficult to sell on the delivery
route, however, so the family moved to town and opened a small store,
still keeping the family farm. To cover costs at the store, they soon
added sandwiches, butchering their own livestock to supply the meat.
With additional cheap labor, mostly from family members (seven of
her father’s eleven siblings worked in the store), they added other
items as well, such as homemade pies, and kept the store open longer
hours. From the time she was nine years old, Lydia worked in the fam-
ily store.

She remembers vividly one of the lessons she learned about money
from this experience. “Whenever my friends came in, I felt they should
have free ice cream. But my father said, “That sounds all right if you are
the only one working here and want to give free ice cream. But this is
a business and you cannot make a profit if everything is free. So if you
want to give something free, you put in a nickel for every ice cream you
give your friends, and I'll do the same thing.”” Later, when she was a
teenager, her father taught her all the other jobs in the store and gradu-
ally included her in more of the decisions he was making. She espe-
cially remembers him talking with her about the importance of know-
ing how hard people have to work for their money. When customers
were being laid off and couldn’t pay their bills, she also saw him strug-
gling to balance compassion and keeping the business afloat. When she
went away to college, she not only had skills that helped pay her way
but knew how to negotiate for the best positions. She also believed
firmly that helping people was more important than earning an extra
dollar.
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Younger people who grow up in the suburbs seldom learn what
their parents think about money in such detail. They often know it is
extremely important to their parents, but they have to try to guess what
their parents’ values are by looking at the goods they purchase or from
hearing an occasional argument in the middle of the night. Sometimes
they assimilate their parents’ habits of spending money freely or of
being extremely frugal, only to discover later that they have little un-
derstanding of why their parents behaved as they did. When asked
what their parents actually taught them, they are caught short, realiz-
ing, as one young man in New York put it, “I'm not sure what they
thought about money; I don’t feel I was taught anything specific about
money.”

For those whose parents did talk more openly about money, the
main lesson often is still that this subject should be kept under wraps.
The reasons why have deep roots in American culture, linking present
understandings with vestiges of the moralist arguments we considered
earlier. From the ascetic moralists comes the idea that money is not as
important as family, neighbors, or God. An example of this idea is
given by a woman in Los Angeles who remembers seeing pictures of
the saints in their robes at the Catholic church her parents attended
when she was a girl and concluding that it was wrong to worry about
money. From the romantic moralists the view is still prevalent in some
quarters that money is crass and unsophisticated, compared with intel-
lectual and artistic interests. Other views hark back to the aristocratic
notions held by some of the founders of our society, men and women
of comfortable means who thought it beneath them to discuss financial
matters. In this view people who are so concerned about money that
they cannot refrain from discussing it in public are shallow, boorish. In
the absence of frank discussions in the home, however, these traditions
have become transmuted into simple dictums that say little more than
“don’t talk about it.”

THE PRIVATIZATION OF MONEY

The taboo against talking about money is significant in its own right,
making it difficult for people to understand why their parents behaved
the way they did, leaving them uncertain about how to make financial
decisions of their own, and cutting them off from informal support that



148 CHAPTER SIX

might come from friends and family. It becomes especially hard for
people to think through the relationship between money and nonpecu-
niary values when they never hear anyone else discussing this relation-
ship. Not talking about money is, however, only one of the ways in
which this topic is retreating increasingly into the private recesses of
individual life.

The richness of personal life, marked by intensely important memo-
ries, feelings, hopes, and aspirations, seems so familiar that it is difficult
to imagine life being lived in any other way. Yet there is considerable
agreement among students of society that private life was not always
such a vivid feature of human existence. Although conceptions of indi-
vidual identity and the inner life can be found far back in history, espe-
cially in most of the ancient religious traditions, modern notions of pri-
vate life became evident only in the eighteenth century.” The growth of
cities in this period allowed people for the first time to lead anonymous
personal lives that were largely separated from their public roles. This
dichotomy was reinforced by the growth of specialized, bureaucratic
organizations in the public arena, particularly those performing gov-
ernmental and economic functions, and by the development of news-
papers and publishing houses.” Both within and among organizations,
specialized tasks could now be coordinated without involving the en-
tire life of those who performed these tasks. As the public sphere grad-
ually expanded and became more complex, personal life correlatively
became more fully autonomous and private. In literature new concep-
tions of the person became evident in the rise of the epistolary novel, in
the use of deception and mistaken identity as a literary device, in gen-
der conceptions that contrasted female characterizations of the private
realm with male characterizations of the public realm, and in portray-
als of the self as being more changeable, subjectively defined, and con-
cerned with problems of identity.”

The process that social scientists have labeled privatization refers to
the ongoing extension of this separation of personal life from the large-
scale organizations that make up the public life of modern societies.” It
is an umbrella term that shelters a variety of more specific develop-
ments generally thought to be characteristic of contemporary life. One
of these is a sense of subjective alienation, sometimes associated with
behavioral withdrawal, from the larger, seemingly impersonal organi-
zations that dominate public life. Skepticism and passivity on the part
of ordinary citizens toward political institutions are often cited as ex-
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amples. It should not be supposed that alienation and withdrawal are
necessarily negative in their social consequences, however. Public insti-
tutions may actually function more efficiently when individuals do not
expect to have a voice in the routine affairs of these organizations. A
second development connoted by privatization is that individuals in-
creasingly focus on subjective beliefs and understandings rather than
presuming there to be objective realities to which they must pay heed.
Subjectivity means that beliefs become more free floating and mallea-
ble, rather than being rooted in stable institutions over which individu-
als have little control. And third, these subjective beliefs and under-
standings take on added meaning because they figure more directly
into the personal identities of individuals. As creator of subjective be-
liefs, the individual must take greater responsibility for his or her own
outlook on life. As a person whose identity is not conferred by larger
institutions, interior beliefs become more fundamentally constitutive of
the self.

The effects of privatization have been considered most often with
respect to religious commitment, and to a lesser extent in relation to the
changes that have been observed in definitions of family life and lei-
sure time. These activities indeed are said to constitute the key ingredi-
ents of the private sphere. Money, in contrast, is a less obvious candi-
date to be considered in the same way. It is, if anything, an integral
feature of the massive institutions that make up the public sphere in
modern societies. State bureaus, for-profit firms, labor unions, profes-
sional associations, and even educational institutions are intensely con-
cerned with the attainment and distribution of money. Stock markets,
international currency exchanges, brokerage firms, banks, investment
columns in newspapers, and most of the other social arrangements that
deal specifically with money are in fact closely associated with the
functioning of large-scale public institutions. What is generally ne-
glected in treatments of these institutions, however, is that their growth
in the public arena has been accompanied by an equally significant
expansion in the private meanings and functioning of money.**

Part of what gives money its “objective” quality is that it has been
highly institutionalized in the public arena.” Standardized national
currencies are but one example. “Functional rationality” adds to the
facticity with which money is generally perceived insofar as money is
widely assumed to facilitate the exchange of goods and services. Prices
framed in standard currencies thus contribute to the belief that money
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is not simply a subjective phenomenon. Increasingly, money is also
given objectivity by “procedural rationality”; namely, the establish-
ment of money supply levels, interest rates, and terms of international
exchange by formalized agencies established for this purpose. It may
thus be known that money supply is not simply a fact of nature, and yet
the procedures used by the Federal Reserve Board in regulating money
supply suggest to people that this phenomenon is neither arbitrary nor
under their own control.*®

The objectivity of money in the public arena is, however, reinforced
as well by a countervailing tendency to regard it subjectively in the
private arena. From the standpoint of the individual, money in public
settings seems to be a hard, immutable fact because it is determined in
rational ways that the individual does not understand and in settings
that are far removed from the individual’s own experience. These ob-
jective realities become a part of the alienated consciousness of the indi-
vidual, remote, distant from the lived experience of everyday life.
Death and taxes, as it is said, are indeed alike, not only because both are
inevitable, but because both are bracketed from daily experience. The
meaning of money that seems more vibrant to the life of the individual
is that which arises in personal life. It is largely a private construction
that focuses on consumption, lifestyle, personal identity, and individ-
ual freedom. All these are accentuated by their exclusion from the
meanings of money in public life.”

In contrast to its objective facticity in public life, money tends to be
understood as a subjective phenomenon in the private realm.?® This is
not to suggest that people think they can pay their bills with anything
but hard currency. But people do believe money is as much how you
think about it as it is how much or how little you have. The current
emphasis in scholarly circles on the meanings of money is itself sympto-
matic of the growing tendency to view money as an artifact of culture,
much like people’s views of sex or their attitudes toward religion,
rather than a feature of the external world alone. At the popular level,
people worry not only about having money but also about the fact that
they are worried in the first place. They wonder if their fears and anxi-
eties are justified, or whether they may be living in a fantasy world of
their own creation. Not knowing quite why their parents behaved as
they did, people feel that perhaps their own attitudes were shaped ar-
bitrarily by personality quirks and personal experiences. Feeling that
they have little control over the forces shaping money in the public
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arena, they say the main way to exercise control in their own lives is by
thinking right and paying close attention to their feelings.

Manny Hernandez, 33, a Chicago insurance salesman, says he wor-
ries about money all the time. He constantly feels insecure. On the sur-
face, it appears that he and his wife earn a good living. They own their
home and, other than the mortgage, are free of debts. Although he is
still young, Manny’s deepest worry is not having enough money for
retirement. He knows the Social Security program is supposed to take
care of older people, but he does not understand it and fears it will go
bankrupt before he qualifies to receive benefits. In his case, the extreme
distance he senses between his personal life and the larger institutions
that deal with money objectively is thus an important source of the fear
that characterizes his subjective orientation toward money.

Dane Golished, a 41-year-old schoolteacher in Philadelphia, also em-
phasizes the subjective meaning of money. He says, “We’re comfort-
able, all our needs are met, and we have enough income to meet our
expenses.” When he tries to think objectively about money, he isn’t
sure he needs more or would even want more. But still, he admits,
money is something he worries about all the time. He feels he needs to
get a better perspective on it. In the meantime, it absorbs his attention
and adds stress to his life.

In both these cases, money is such a private matter that neither man
talks about it openly with his friends. Indeed, both men have argued
about money enough with their wives that they feel they cannot always
discuss it with them either. As a result, both men are terribly vulner-
able to the smallest tidbits of external information. Manny Hernandez
hears someone mention Social Security and it sets his fears in motion.
Dane Golished reads a newspaper article about children’s allowances
and begins fretting about his personal finances. Both are at least dimly
aware that their feelings about money are not entirely consonant with
their financial situation. But the feelings are something they take very
seriously anyway. They realize these feelings are a source of stress and
anxiety. In the absence of any way to talk out these feelings, neither
man is able to move beyond them.

Part of what the privatization of money entails, therefore, is a sense
of being radically alone. People have probably worried about money in
all times and places. By some objective standard, there is probably less
reason for people to worry now than at most times in the past. But
people continue to worry and to feel vulnerable and insecure. More-
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over, they now locate these worries more purely in their private life.
Talking about them would make these worries more of a collective
phenomenon. Keeping quiet about them makes people think of them as
an extension of their personality. It is never quite clear to people when
these worries are justified. The very definition of “enough” becomes
harder to pin down.

Besides being a matter of personal anxiety, money is subjectivized in
several other ways. One derives from the fact that there are no agreed-
upon, objective standards for thinking about money. Advertisers en-
courage people to spend their money; other norms encourage stark
frugality. Within the home, parents often take these extreme views. It
is as if children are being raised by devout fundamentalists married to
equally dogmatic atheists. The result is that attitudes toward money
become a matter of personal choice, just as one’s religious opinions
do.” The choice itself is likely to be warranted as an arbitrary personal
proclivity, such as taste, because none of the competing public war-
rants is grounded in a firm sense of absolute reality. Indeed, cynicism
toward the claims of public institutions concerned with money is likely
to reinforce the conviction that individual treatments of money depend
largely on arbitrary preferences. Because they are private, moreover,
norms of civility surround these choices.” One learns not to judge the
way other people spend their money, treating their choices as functions
of lifestyle, upbringing, or disposable income itself. The taboo against
money-talk reflects these norms of civility. Money is also subjectivized
by virtue of being hidden from public view. In the proverbial struggle
between God and mammon, the two have come increasingly to resem-
ble each other. Any objective sense of either is sufficiently mysterious
that their existence must be taken largely on faith. To the outside
viewer, it may be assumed that a person “has money” (knows God),
but the evidence comes from observing externalized activities, such as
buying things (going to church). The phenomenon itself is associated
with the most intimate parts of a person’s private life.

In the case of religion, privatization is associated with the tendency
for individuals to think of faith primarily as a means of resolving ques-
tions about personal identity. This orientation is by no means recent,
having roots in questions of personal meaning that were evident in
many of the earliest religious texts, but it has been accentuated both by
the seeming inefficacy of religion to deal with more collective issues
and by the increasingly problematic character of self-identity itself. In
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the case of money, connections with self-identity can also be found
historically. Speaking critically, the earliest religious leaders also cau-
tioned that money could be an idol from which people derived all their
sense of meaning and purpose. The contemporary links between
money and self-identity, however, extend well beyond notions of this
kind.

Money is subjectively linked with self-identity because individuals
take on ultimate responsibility for their own financial well-being. We
will see more clearly, as already suggested in the last chapter, that indi-
viduals no longer define this responsibility primarily in terms of work-
ing hard in order to earn money. And yet despite widespread claims
that Americans are looking increasingly to social programs of various
kinds to take care of them, individual responsibility for personal fi-
nances is probably more pervasive, and associated with deeper levels
of the self, than at any time in our nation’s history. Many of the older
conceptions of fiscal individualism remain, while newer ideas have
been added. Most people deny (appropriately, it appears) that their
sense of self-worth is determined to a very significant degree by how
much money they have. But there is still a strong belief that individuals
are ultimately responsible for paying their own bills, supporting them-
selves and their families, and making their own economic decisions. At
a time when some evidence points toward people depending more on
family support systems to make ends meet, other evidence suggests
that the breakdown of extended families, the rising number of people
who live alone, and changing gender roles, among other develop-
ments, are imposing an even greater sense of fiscal responsibility on
individuals. In addition, the subjectivization of money is itself a source
of increasing responsibility, for individuals now must not only pay
their bills but also decide how they are going to think about these bills.

In Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and his coauthors write of the
importance of “leaving home” as a sign of independence in American
culture.” Young adults have traditionally been encouraged to separate
geographically from their parents, sometimes to settle the open frontier
or to move from rural villages to the city. In preparation for leaving
home, children are encouraged to seek independence from their par-
ents at an early age, and teenagers heighten this process by undergoing
a period of “adolescent rebellion.” The mature adult is supposed to be,
as Emerson argued long ago, “self reliant”—in choice of occupation, in
habitat, in religious preference, and in outlook on life. In recent years,



154 CHAPTER SIX

according to Bellah and his associates, the self-reliant individual is also
expected to shun commitments that might prove constraining and to
shoulder responsibility for feeling good about oneself.**

In our interviews, people overwhelmingly associated having money
with greater individuality, with freedom to be themselves. This atti-
tude reflects the value Americans place on leaving home. Indeed, when
asked what they would do if they had more money, many people
spoke literally about “leaving home.” Many said they would get away
by going on long trips. Others said they would get rid of their current
home and build a new residence, perhaps several new residences in
different parts of the world, so they could go from one to the others.
Hardly anyone thought having more money would tie them down, nor
did they fantasize about uses that would create, rather than loosen,
social obligations. They did not, for example, talk about bringing their
families to live closer to them, starting a business, or working on com-
munity improvement projects. Instead, they talked about getting away,
being free of obligations, debts, bosses, neighbors, and children.

In less fanciful ways, leaving home has always meant, among other
things, “getting on one’s feet” financially. Usually this has been taken
to mean earning your own way in life so that you are no longer an
economic burden to your parents. Financial independence, however, is
much more about self-identity than it is about putting bread on the
table. Most of the people we talked to said they lacked for very little
while they were growing up. Their parents may not have had much,
but there was always money for food and clothing, school trips, mov-
ies, gum, and other childhood essentials. As these children got older,
their needs and wants expanded, but in most cases the parental purse
still provided. And yet, what these young people resented most were
the “strings attached” to the money they received. They got what they
wanted, but they had to defend their choices to their parents. They
wanted not to have to talk with their parents about money, just get it
and spend it. Their freedom was being stifled and they were being
treated like children.

Charles Greenwood, the sales manager we met briefly in the last
chapter, describes his parents as frugal, middle-class people who man-
aged their money very closely so they could afford the big-ticket items
they wanted, such as owning a nice home. They gave him spending
money, but he found early in life that his own views toward money
seemed to differ from his parents’. Indeed, being able to differentiate
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and express his views about money became one of the ways in which
he “found himself” during adolescence. He came to the realization that
“I enjoy spending money to satisfy my interests, whatever they might
be at the time. I also have a need to be independent in a financial sense
from others, so my attitude was to make my own money so that I could
spend it the way I wanted.” To make his own money at age 10, he
started growing vegetables in the backyard, taking them around the
neighborhood in his little red wagon. A few years later he got a job at
a local nursery doing weeding. On weekends he caddied at a country
club, and then in high school he worked as a stocker and bagger at the
grocery store.

Like it has for many other people, Charles Greenwood’s quest for
financial independence has proven to be never-ending. At age 50 he
admits it is still an “ever-present consideration.” The reason it is for so
many people is that finding oneself is much more difficult than simply
moving away from one’s parents. Once money becomes linked with
self-identity, then the definition of “financial independence” becomes
much more subjective, and therefore subject to constant redefinition. It
becomes, as Bellah observes, attached to conceptions of the “life
course,” each developmental stage requiring a new declaration of inde-
pendence. For Charles Greenwood, it meant growing vegetables at one
stage, leaving home for a career in the military at another stage, and
now amassing enough capital that he can buy his freedom from his
employer.

With rising divorce rates, changing views of gender, and increasing
numbers of women in the labor force, the idea of “leaving home” has
also been extended significantly in recent years to include the relation-
ships between husbands and wives. For women in the past, leaving
home generally meant moving out of their parents” household but be-
coming financially dependent on their husbands. Today, many mar-
ried women are capable of earning their own living, and leaving home
means finding a career capable of sustaining themselves, rather than
seeking a spouse to do so. One symbol of this new meaning of self
reliance is that a significant minority of married couples now keep sep-
arate bank accounts. The reasons for this are varied, including protect-
ing assets that each spouse may have brought to the marriage from
previous earnings or previous marriages, especially in the event of di-
vorce. But separate accounts also serve a deeper function: they enhance
the individual’s personal autonomy, giving her or him greater control
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in the handling of personal finances. The link between self-identity and
money is thus strengthened. Ostensibly, the reason for separate ac-
counts may be that it simplifies married life by taking away a source of
conflict. Yet the language people use also suggests that the underlying
assumptions have to do with personal freedom, self-expression, and
individuality.

Mindy Griscomb, 31, a Chicago audiologist, says she has followed
her mother’s example in keeping a separate bank account. Despite the
fact that she and her husband operate their own business as partners,
Mindy believes firmly in the importance of keeping her money and his
separate. She points out that the reason has nothing to do with not
trusting her husband, and that separate accounts would do little in the
event of a divorce since each carries both their names. The reason she
prefers to have her own money is simply that “if I decide to do some-
thing with it, I don’t want to talk about it or argue about it.” For her,
how you spend money is largely a matter of taste. There are no hard-
and-fast rules. People just have different styles: she enjoys buying
things; her husband is a tightwad. So having separate accounts lets her
express herself more freely. Even more deeply, she associates this free-
dom with personal autonomy. Generalizing, she says, “I think every-
body needs that [autonomy] just so they don’t feel completely depen-
dent on somebody.” She says she would not want an allowance from
her husband. But the reason she feels this way is not that she might
then lack for food or money to buy the children’s clothes. The reason is
that she would feel demeaned as a person. Her self-identity would be
compromised by having to adjust her tastes to his.

MoNEY AND WORK

The concept of privatization helps us understand better why money
seems problematic to so many people in our society. The trouble is not
just that people are caught in an “economic squeeze” involving higher
prices and modest salary increases. The problem is that money has in-
creasingly become a subjective phenomenon, located in our private
lives, linked to our self-identity, and separated from the objective reali-
ties of large-scale social institutions. As a result, the financial responsi-
bilities that our society has always expected individuals to bear have
been greatly increased. People now seek financial independence as part



(NOT) TALKING ABOUT MONEY 157

of their quest for self-identity but find that the definition of “enough” is
always elusive. They are not sure their financial worries are grounded
in any external reality, so they worry about the very fact that they expe-
rience anxiety. They respect the taboo against talking about money, not
because money is unimportant, but because it is too private, too dan-
gerous to discuss. Being materially linked to someone in a way that
requires discussion and negotiation puts our individuality at risk.

To say that money has become privatized is to suggest that this de-
velopment also has roots in certain institutional characteristics of our
society. One of these is the increasing dominance of public life by large-
scale, bureaucratic organizations. Public discourse about money, usu-
ally couched in the rationalistic vocabulary of economic analysis, fo-
cuses to a large extent on these institutional settings. Alienation from
these institutions, in the sense of regarding them as distant, impenetra-
ble, impersonal, and impossible to understand, forces an increasing
share of individuals’ attention toward private life. In this sphere,
money takes on the characteristics we have just considered. And yet to
attribute these characteristics only to the growth of large-scale institu-
tions is to neglect the more immediate social conditions that have con-
tributed to the present situation.

Understanding why money in personal life has become, as it were,
“subjectively defined” requires us to look again at its relationship with
work. One of the principal ways in which money in personal life has
traditionally been anchored in some sort of objective reality is by con-
necting it closely with work. In simplest terms, work was conceived as
a means of earning money; money was thus an end to be achieved by
working. This conception served two important functions: it put
money in a determinate relationship with something else, and that
“something else” was something over which the individual generally
was able to exercise some control.”®> Money, we might say, was thus
linked in a relatively stable way to an individual’s life. People could
make more money by spending more time working or by working
harder.

This same conception also gave rise to many of the broader social
programs and concerns that are still familiar today. If work was the
means of making money, then three concerns in particular needed to be
addressed. The efficacy of work itself should be maximized by provid-
ing people with the necessary tools, skills, and education, and by bring-
ing their labor into an appropriate relationship with other “factors of
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production,” such as management and capital. If work was the means
of making money, then attention also had to be paid to mechanisms
ensuring social justice. Wage rates on the whole needed to be commen-
surate with the amount of labor expended, and within categories of the
labor force, fair treatment, equitable rates of remuneration, and nondis-
crimination were all ideals to be upheld. In addition, social policies
were deemed necessary to ensure that opportunities for people to work
were available. Full employment became an aspiration to be realized.
The work-money nexus was thus not only a stabilizing force in the
private lives of individuals but also a way in which the same concep-
tions governing individual life could be linked systematically to the
larger institutions (business firms, labor unions, and government agen-
cies) of the wider society.*

The view that work and money are linked closely with each other is
by no means absent in our society. Despite being perplexed about their
parents’ ideas on money, many people say their parents taught them to
work hard for the money they earned. Lou Candela, the Boston man
who teaches high school woodworking classes, says his father never
talked to him about money; but Lou learned by example. Supporting
twelve children on a plumber’s income, Lou’s father worked early and
late. Lou had to do the same. He recalls, “If I ever had any money, it’s
because I went and shoveled snow or went to cut someone’s lawn or
worked for some neighbor doing some job for them. That’s where we
got money. It was never given to us. We always had to go out and earn
it.” Jena Forsythe, the Wall Street broker, also says her parents didn’t
talk much about money, but they had strict rules and encouraged her
to work. In fact, when she started babysitting at age eleven, her parents
required her to save a fourth of everything she earned. Later, when she
asked to attend a private high school, they told her she would have to
pay a certain percentage of the tuition herself. As she reflects, she says
working to make money and saving for the future were the basic val-
ues, “not good things, just part of life, like eating and sleeping.”

Much of what we have considered in the previous two chapters,
however, suggests that the connection between work and money is
becoming increasingly tenuous.” Work-compensation specialists focus
increasingly on incentives other than money in order to motivate peo-
ple to do well in their work. The accounts people themselves give of
their work describe it either as an end in itself or as a means to achieve
such nonpecuniary rewards as variety, freedom of choice, and a sense
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of accomplishment. Surveys also cast doubt on the relationship be-
tween work and money. In a 1982 study, only 9 percent of the U.S. work-
force said their view of work was captured by the statement “work is
a business transaction—the more I get paid, the more I do,” while 52
percent selected the statement “I have an inner need to do the very best
I can, regardless of pay.” Another study gave somewhat greater cre-
dence to the role of money but still found that only 45 percent of the
public would work harder in order to receive “good pay.” According
to other studies, the belief that “hard work always pays off” has de-
clined from being held by a majority a generation ago to about a third
of the American public today.*

Additional evidence that the relationship between work and money
is not a dominant factor in contemporary understandings comes from
the ways in which people perceive their chances of having more money
than they do now. Most people say they would like to have more
money; in fact, it became common in the interviews for people to ques-
tion the question, asking if anyone ever said “no” (a few did). When
asked to say how they would get this money and what they would do
with it, most people resort immediately to the possibility of winning
the lottery. Some speculate about winning the Publishers” Clearing-
house Sweepstakes, and a few imagine inheriting money from an un-
known relative. Nobody talks about landing a more lucrative job or
even about gradually working into the upper echelons of the salary
scale. Indeed, when asked specifically what they would not be willing
to do to make more money, people mention being unwilling to work
harder or take a job they enjoy less in order to earn a higher income.

A 36-year-old dentist explains with particular clarity the relationship
he sees between working harder and making more money. He admits
he would like to have a reasonably higher income than he does now,
simply because he wants to buy a boat and still save enough to pay for
his children’s education. He realizes some dentists earn more than he
does, either by working longer weekdays and Saturdays, or by learn-
ing new techniques that bring higher fees. He knows he could also
increase his net worth by spending more time monitoring his invest-
ments. He doesn’t do any of these things, though, because his work is
more or less defined in a hermetic space of its own. Although it is his
livelihood, it is not so much a means he can manipulate for financial
ends, but a familiar routine, a big chunk of his lifestyle that he prefers
to take for granted. He says, “I don’t think I could make a lot more than
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I'm making now. I'm kind of a ‘go in the office and grind it out’” type of
person. That’s where I was trained and that’s where I feel most com-
fortable earning my money.”

Although his parents taught him the basic connection between work
and money, he now keeps the two in largely separate spheres of his
thinking. Other people seem never to have learned the relationship in
the first place. Teri Silver, the systems analyst, claims her parents never
had a lot of money, but she admits she and her sister “never lacked for
anything.” They had nice clothes and were given riding lessons. Her
parents never gave her a fixed allowance or expected her to live within
a budget. They simply gave her money whenever she asked for it.
Later, when she began getting part-time jobs, she spent the money im-
pulsively on luxury items, rather than saving any of it. Even now, in
her late twenties, she sees very little connection between work and
money. She thinks of work mainly in terms of personal enjoyment. Liv-
ing with her boyfriend, she has few bills to pay. And when she thinks
about the possibility of being rich, she pins her hopes on the lottery,
which she plays regularly.

The degree to which work and money have been dissociated in our
society can also be observed clearly in contemporary attitudes toward
the rich. Throughout most of our nation’s history people took pride in
working for their money and for this reason resented rich people who
had inherited their money or obtained it through speculation. Even
now, this attitude persists, especially among older people who have
worked hard all their lives. A vivid example of this attitude comes from
a midwesterner, Rob McHugh, who recognized it clearly in his father:
“My dad was very proud that he worked hard, and in some ways he
was almost proud that he got relatively little for how hard he worked.
He was proud that he was still willing to work that hard. And my dad
definitely looked down on people who didn’t work for their money.
People who inherited their money, or the money just kind of fell into
their hands.”

But there is also a newer attitude. Michael Lewis expresses it well in
describing how he felt the day he started working at Solomon Brothers.
“I didn’t really imagine I was going to work, more as if I were going to
collect lottery winnings.””” Rob McHugh, at 32, doesn’t see his job
teaching elementary school quite that way. But he clearly distances
himself from his father’s view. “What'’s the use of working two jobs,
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like my father did, only to die at 57?” he argues. He believes rich people
are no worse, and no better, than himself. The bottom line is that every-
body should get as much pleasure as possible from the money they
have. He hopes Ed McMahon will come knocking at his door, but
meanwhile he isn’t going to kill himself trying to earn more money.

This attitude is voiced repeatedly as people reflect on what it would
be like to be rich. They seldom express any dislike for those who have
money but have not worked for it. In privatizing money, they make it
such a personal matter that no room is left to judge whether someone
obtains it in the proper manner or not. Norms of civility prevent them
from criticizing the rich. Instead, they mostly indicate admiration for
the good fortune that some people happen to experience in life. If the
goddess of good fortune happens to smile on them too, then so much
the better.

Further insight can also be gained by looking more closely at the rare
instances in which people bring up money in discussing their work.
They do admit there is (can be or has been) a connection between work-
ing and earning money, but they also state explicit reasons why this
connection should not be taken seriously or at face value. Before Barb
Gimelli started her consulting firm, she operated a bakery and then
taught classes in business at the local community college for several
years. She calls herself a “risk junky” who likes to live on the edge,
always running at a frenetic pace just to see if she can do it. Asked what
motivates her most in her work, she replies, “I need the money.” But
without hesitating she goes on: “No, that’s not it. I could be making a
lot more doing something else. I love the world of ideas. That’s what I
love.” She elaborates, saying she enjoys constructing things in her
head, working out proposals, presenting them to her clients, and con-
vincing them to think about things her way. She loves the freedom to
create and the satisfaction she derives from this process. We should not
discount the fact that she acknowledges working for money. Her pat-
tern of speech allows her to admit this, but then, as if feeling something
is not quite accurate about that explanation, she hastens to provide
additional reasons.

Several other examples are worth considering because they illustrate
different ways of discounting the relationship between work and
money. Amy Oldenburg, the 39-year-old Los Angeles nurse, admits
she pursued her career because she had always been taught to be
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responsible and to work hard, but she says graduating from college at
the height of the counterculture in the early 1970s undermined the le-
gitimacy of working in order to earn money. Tony Arno, a Chicago
photographer who is exactly the same age, has a similar view of
money. He isn’t sure if it was the counterculture or having relatives
who were artistic, but he specifically denies that money had anything
to do with becoming a photographer. Teri Silver is a decade younger.
She admits money was a big issue when she first began looking for
jobs. But she now attributes that interest to immaturity. She says she
came to realize that money was nothing alongside happiness. An exact
contemporary of hers, Doug Hill, who works in New York City as a
copier salesman, makes a similar point. A few years ago, he says, peo-
ple in his organization were trying hard to make a lot of money. But
now their focus has turned more to “values,” even though they still
work hard.

The denials people offer about working for money provide signifi-
cant indicators of the norms governing this topic in our culture. The
reasons given to dissociate money from work are precisely the same
reasons people give for not talking about it in other contexts. Money is
crass compared with the pursuit of other values. It is not quite right to
admit one works to make money. To say so would open up embarrass-
ing questions about how much one earns and why one does not pursue
a more lucrative career. Keeping money in proper perspective is a sign
of maturity. Emphasizing it too much smacks of unsophistication.

Certainly there are limits to these denials. If there were none, people
would argue they could be just as happy earning little or nothing. Rec-
ognizing this is not the case also helps us put the relationship between
work and money in perspective. A woman who ran her own business
for two years says she was working seventy-hour weeks and making
no money, so she gave up the business and pursued a different line of
work. Barb Gimelli, with income of about $70,000 a year, says more
money would not make her any happier. But she also explains that if
she were only making $12,000 a year, additional income would indeed
increase her happiness. “I have been really broke before in my life and
having to get food stamps, not being able to get my teeth filled, not
being able to take my kids to get glasses. That kind of stuff eats
me alive. I can’t stand that. I couldn’t be happy like that. I think that the
difference between 12K a year and 30K a year made me happier. The
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difference between 30K a year and 70K a year, I don’t think has made
me any happier.”

By their own admission, then, separating money from work is some-
thing middle-class people can do because they feel they are no longer
at a subsistance level where every extra dollar makes a difference.
Within the broad income range that defines their comfort zone, how-
ever, they prefer to think of money in other ways than simply the result
of working. Doing so is a significant factor in the privatization of
money. Were money linked closely with work, it would also be con-
nected solidly to such realities of life as how much energy a person is
willing to expend working, how many hours in the day can be devoted
to the job, how well one’s corporation is faring, and whether or not the
economy is functioning at full tilt. Most of these are limiting realities
over which the individual has little control. In being separated from
these realities, money can become more squarely a feature of private
life, particularly those discretionary realms that include one’s leisure
activities, one’s spending habits, and one’s attitudes.

GRANDCHILDREN OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION

In addition to its separation from work, money in our society is further
removed from the objective realities that once anchored it by virtue of
specific historical circumstances. People are now uncertain about the
meaning of money because an increasing number are what we might
call grandchildren of the Great Depression. An older generation (their
parents) was fundamentally shaped by the Depression, not directly, for
even they were generally too young to have lived through it, but be-
cause of the way their parents raised them. People who were children
during the 1930s and 1940s were often raised by parents who had been
deeply influenced by the Depression. Having had to work hard, save
carefully, and live on a very meager income, the Depression generation
believed it was sheer economic necessity to take money very seriously.
They trained their children to think the same way. Money was some-
thing you worked hard for and treated with cautious respect. The only
problem was that these children of the Depression mostly experienced
prosperity during the 1950s and 1960s. To their children, the Depres-
sion grandchildren, the attitudes they saw their parents expressing
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toward money thus seemed arbitrary. Frugality, for example, seemed
not to be an economic necessity, but a personal idiosyncracy of one’s
father or mother.

John Phelps, the Minneapolis businessman we first met in chapter 1,
provides a clear example of the attitudes that characterize many grand-
children of the Depression. Born in 1960, he spent his formative child-
hood years mostly during prosperous times. His father was an attor-
ney, so the family actually had plenty of money. John's father, though,
had been born in 1932 and thus had been raised by parents who knew
firsthand what the Depression was like. John’s mother grew up in a
similar environment. As a result, his parents were extremely frugal,
even though times had changed considerably by the 1960s. But to John
their orientation was, and remains, difficult to appreciate. He describes
his parents as “cheapskates” and says they often drove him nuts. “We
knew my dad made fairly good money as an attorney,” he explains.
“We could’ve lived on the other side of town, like the more upscale,
affluent part of town.” But his parents never moved. They doled out
small monthly allowances to John and his sister, which John feels in
retrospect pretty much covered all his needs. And yet John found their
attitude oppressive. With his parents always “squirreling away their
pennies,” John found it difficult to understand exactly what the appro-
priate relationship should be between money and his own attitudes
toward it. As he has matured, he distances himself increasingly from
his parents’ views, especially by regarding them as “views.” He relativ-
izes these views by attributing them to unique historical circumstances.
Summarizing his understanding of his parents’ views, he concludes, “I
think it all goes back to them coming out of the Depression.”

The contrast between grandchildren and children of the Depression
emerges clearly when we consider how the children themselves were
influenced. Mary Cavenah, now a marriage counselor in San Francisco,
is a child of the Depression. Born in 1937, she was too young when the
Depression ended to have direct memories of it. But she is still experi-
encing its effects on her family. In 1929 her paternal grandfather, a
wealthy Los Angeles businessman, lost everything and committed sui-
cide. Her maternal grandparents had also been wealthy but lost most of
their wealth in the Depression and spent the rest on alcohol. Her own
parents struggled to provide the basic necessities for Mary and her
brother. She recalls her mother making lampshades, reupholstering the
worn-out furniture, and never buying a new coat. Both parents were
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extremely frugal and always believed in paying cash. Even in the
1950s, when Mary was in her teens, her parents watched every penny.
In part, they had to. Her father supported his widowed mother. Her
other grandmother depended heavily on her mother for financial sup-
port. Then, a few years later, her own father died, leaving Mary with
the responsibility of partially supporting her mother. The effect of all
this, Mary says, is to leave her feeling extremely insecure about money.
She associates money primarily with security but believes firmly that
there will never be enough. Her husband has actually provided her
with a comfortable suburban home. But Mary is still afraid to spend
any money on herself. She fears she too may be “left in the lurch” as she
grows old.

Estelle Cavenah is Mary Cavenah'’s daughter. Born in 1961, she gives
us a direct look at the differences between grandchildren and children
of the Depression in the same family. She says she realized as a child
that her parents always treated money as if it were terribly important,
but she never understood exactly why. They seemed to have plenty of
it; at least she and her sister never seemed to lack for anything. Still, it
seemed her parents were always fretting. Even today, they ask her if
the modest income she makes working at a public health clinic in Los
Angeles is really as good as she can do for herself. They seem to com-
ment too often on the things she buys or does not buy, and they set up
invidious financial comparisons between her and her sister. For Estelle,
none of these worries has roots in the economic conditions her mother
talks about. Money is instead something she scarcely tries to under-
stand as an object in itself. She admits, for example, that she had no
sense growing up of what you had to pay for and what you didn't.
Even now, she lives modestly enough that she seldom confronts diffi-
cult financial questions. To her, money itself is much less important
than her own attitudes. “Getting it in perspective” is what interests her
most.

We must be cautious in drawing generalizations from these exam-
ples, of course. Despite its devastating effects on the economy as a
whole, the Great Depression touched some families far more deeply
than it did others. There are also large segments of our society that
have not experienced the more recent prosperity as fully as people like
John Phelps and Estelle Cavenah. It is more difficult for them to view
their parents’ cautious attitudes with misgiving. The important point,
nevertheless, is that some of the current tendency to privatize and sub-
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jectivize our views toward money can be attributed directly to the his-
torical circumstances in which we live. More than half a century later,
the Depression is still a significant factor in our thinking. Knowing how
it shaped the attitudes of their parents and grandparents, many people
today make reference to it as a way of relativizing these attitudes. They
can believe people at one time thought of money as an objective fact of
life, conditioned directly by economic circumstances. But their own ex-
perience, growing up in more prosperous times, is that attitudes to-
ward money often do not bear a close connection with external reality.
They attribute these attitudes instead to personality traits and to idio-
syncratic psychological orientations. They thus come to emphasize atti-
tudes themselves much more and to believe it is the individual’s re-
sponsibility to define these attitudes.

THaE DuB1OoUS PLEASURES OF MONEY

The tendency to make money so private that we never talk about it in
public has far-reaching consequences for our society and for our per-
sonal lives. We assume great responsibility for our money, but we re-
ceive little support from other people of the kind that might help us
make better decisions or feel more confident about the decisions we do
make. Consequently, we worry in private and feel guilty about spend-
ing too little or too much. We may live frugally, but we no longer know
exactly why we do. Without the capacity to compare our thoughts and
feelings with those of our peers, both our fantasies and our fears often
run wild.

The ultimate indicator of how far removed our subjective sense of
money is from anything concrete is the fact that people in our society
seem capable of terrorizing themselves with deep-seated financial wor-
ries, no matter how much money they have. They know, perhaps from
hearing about the financial misfortune of a friend, or even from per-
sonal experience, that money is always uncertain. They then turn this
uncertainty into an obsession that far outweighs any material advan-
tages they may enjoy. Karen Kelsey, the Washington-based therapist
we met in chapter 1, experienced this kind of fear firsthand in the life of
her mother. She recalls, “I remember how Mom used to lay on her bed
and sob because she thought they were going to become impoverished.
But we were living in a house in Beverly Hills on Rodeo Drive, and we
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had horses, and we had apartment buildings, and we had nice silver
and jewelry, just endless amounts of material things. But I grew up
always in terror that the next day we would be out on the street, im-
poverished, because my mother always believed that. She had no sense
of what was a reasonable amount of money, of what you needed to
survive, or even of what loss was.”

By the same token, our ability to fantasize about preposterous sums
of money seems no longer to bear any relation to how much or how
little money we actually have either. It used to be that studies of mate-
rial fantasies found people reluctant to think very broadly beyond their
actual standard of living. A typical example would be someone earning
$10,000 a year who said it would be nice to earn $12,000. But now, as we
have seen, people’s minds turn to winning the lottery. Even self-styled
spendthrifts say it would be nice to have “just enough,” like an annual
income of $200,000 or a net worth of several million.

Advertising must of course be blamed for some of the fears and fan-
tasies that plague our imaginations. Life insurance companies play up
the worst-case senarios, while cruise companies, airlines, and game
shows all provide glimpses of what it must be like to enjoy the “life-
styles of the rich and famous.” We know from careful studies of the
effects of advertising that most people adopt an appropriately cynical
view of these appeals to their fears and fantasies. So all the blame can-
not be placed on advertising alone. It is the nature of our personal lives
themselves that is much more to blame. Abiding so faithfully by the
taboo against discussing money with our friends and families, we are
left at the mercy of our own imaginations.

Extreme fantasies and fears about money, however, represent only
the least significant of the ways in which money can take possession of
our personal lives. Because we have relatively few anchors in the exter-
nal world for our thoughts about money, we sense that it makes inces-
sant demands on our personal time and energy. Despite relatively high
incomes, many people feel they need even more money to solve their
problems. A lack of money symbolizes constraint; the way to gain free-
dom is thus to have more. Prosperity appears as a psychological fix,
even though the desire for it magnifies our sense that things are not
sufficient as they are.

Not talking about money is, in the final analysis, both a source and
a consequence of the dubious pleasures we derive from it. Part of our
cultural heritage tells us money can never be a source of true happi-
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ness. Handling money is just a grubby business, more detail to worry
about in our personal lives. It makes no more sense to talk about it than
it would to hold forth about brushing our teeth. But not verbalizing
what we think about money also makes it possible to entertain private
beliefs of a very different sort. We may have learned somewhere that
money cannot buy happiness, but at a deeper level we believe it can.
There is thus an internal contradiction in the way we think about
money, one that leads us to want more and more, and yet to deny that
this is what we really want at all. The result is a heightened sense of
pressure in our personal lives, as if we are trying to break free of some-
thing we cannot fully identify. This pressure is also increased by a per-
vasive cultural view about the relationship between money and mate-
rial goods.



Chapter Seven

GETTING AND SPENDING:
THE MAINTENANCE AND VIOLATION OF
SYMBOLIC BOUNDARIES

about it, there are nevertheless highly institutionalized frameworks

in our culture that guide our conceptions of money most of the
time. I suggested in the last chapter that money is both subjective and
objective, a feature of private life and a matter of public record. Great
psychological distance often separates the two. And yet the two are
inextricably connected. We must now try to understand what these
connections are.

My argument will go something like this: Having been severed to a
considerable extent from work (as we have seen), money in personal
life is now conceived primarily in relationship to spending. The mate-
rial uses to which it can be put largely constitute the mental frames
or “horizon” in which we now think about money. Within this horizon
a kind of instrumental rationality predominates. It manifests itself
chiefly as a way of coordinating means and ends within the rather lim-
ited confines of comparative pricing. Broader values, in the form of
absolute or ultimate ends, are generally bracketed from these consider-
ations. The result comes close to what has sometimes been called a
“consumerist” mentality. It might be supposed, given the apparent ra-
tionality of cost-benefit calculations, that personal money would thus
be handled in a highly rational manner. Other characteristics of per-
sonal money (such as its “privatization”), however, suggest that sym-
bolic rituals may play a greater role than rational calculation. A com-
parison of these rituals with those we have already considered in the
workplace will yield a clearer understanding of the meanings and func-
tioning of money in personal life.

I then extend the argument to show how money is culturally con-
structed by negative example. If the logic of consumption provides

IF MONEY is so personal that people often feel at sea in thinking
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rules concerning the “internal” construction of money, then sharp cul-
tural boundaries drawn between money and human relationships help
to define it “externally.” I argue that these boundaries are consonant
with the privatization of money, that they derive from the personal
experiences of children and adults, and that they figure prominently in
cultural understandings of ambiguous cases (i.e., ones that create confu-
sion over the boundary between money and human relationships),
such as norms governing the making of personal loans and the giving
of gifts. Finally, I suggest that these understandings of loans and gifts
play a significant role in undermining the legitimacy of social institu-
tions, such as religious organizations and charitable associations, that
might otherwise provide nonmarket settings in which to engage in col-
lective discourse about the relationships between money and human
values.

MATERIAL HORIZONS

In many ways, every part of life is connected with every other part.
Nowhere is this truism more evident than in our thinking about what
constitutes means and ends. When work is seen as a means, money
might be taken as the end being accomplished by that means. But if
buying a new house is the end a person is seeking, money then be-
comes one of the means of realizing that end. To complicate matters
further, a new house itself might be regarded only as a means for
achieving, say, the goal of living in a good school district, in order to
send one’s children to a good school, so that they can have opportuni-
ties open to them as they grow up, all of which may contribute to their
parents” happiness. Means-ends chains of this kind become linked with
other such chains as well, adding to the complexity of deciding how to
think and behave in specific situations. Buying a new house, for exam-
ple, may seem to be associated negatively with teaching one’s children
to be concerned about standards of social equality and economic jus-
tice, and so, to alleviate the guilt that violating these standards might
engender, the parents may try to become active in community service
projects in their new neighborhood.

Being able to think through complicated means-ends sequences like
this is a way of constructing meaning. What difference does it make if
I have $5 or $10, we might hear a child say, if I can’t spend it? The
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money has no meaning because it seems to have no connection with
any other aspect of life. Enlarging the range of perceivable connections
is generally a way of enhancing the meaning of any specific object or
activity. As the example of people contemplating their reasons for
buying a new house suggests, however, wider considerations can also
become so internally complicated that the additional meaning gained
from them begins to seem counterproductive. Rather than work out
all the possible meaning-enhancing means-ends connections, there-
fore, most of us are content to bracket some considerations out of our
thinking.

This tendency toward bracketing has been described in various
terms, such as “framing,” “multiple realities,” and “spheres of rele-
vance.” Most of these terms imply something both about cognitive per-
ception and about evaluation. The game of tennis, for example, consti-
tutes a delimited framework that literally forces a player to focus his or
her attention on certain activities and objects, and to evaluate them in
terms of relevance and quality (the ball is relevant; where one hits it
makes a qualitative difference to how one evaluates the game). Some of
these terms also suggest the role of language in constructing partial
realities but often place less emphasis on it than on the presumed psy-
chological states of the individual. I shall employ the term “horizon,”
as developed chiefly in the work of M. M. Bakhtin, because it points
primarily to the importance of discourse.

Much of what I said about money in the last chapter has already set
the stage for thinking that there are specific horizons in which the
meaning of money is generally constructed. I suggested that money in
personal life is often placed in a category or framework that bears little
connection with the discussions of it we find in the financial section of
the newspaper and that this subjective framework is partially mapped
out by connections drawn with personal responsibility, independence,
freedom, and private fears and fantasies. The Bakhtinian concept of
horizon helps us to understand better what “subjectivity” may mean in
this context. It does not necessarily mean that money exists as a set of
beliefs or deep inner dispositions within the individual’s consciousness
(although that may be the case). It does mean that common discourse
about money associates it with terms such as “belief,” “worry,” and
“feeling,” and with individuating notions of freedom and responsibil-
ity, all of which are sometimes summarized with umbrella terms such
as “subjective” or “private.”
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What we have considered thus far, however, is only a partial state-
ment of what constitutes the horizon in which money is commonly
framed in individual life. People may say they have beliefs about their
money or indicate that “having money” conjures up images of greater
freedom. But what are they referring to exactly? When people do open
up and talk about money, they have to frame it in a certain vocabulary
in order to communicate what they mean. Explaining what “having” or
“not having” money involves, for example, requires them to use addi-
tional words. My question, then, is what are these other words? And
what do they tell us about popular conceptions of money?

Let us consider the following example. Lynn Rothman, 43, is a single
mother of two who works as an executive assistant in a large Oregon
law firm. Between her salary and the child-support payments she re-
ceives from her former husband, she manages to pay the bills. She
owns a home, drives a practical car, and is able to do most of the things
middle-class Americans aspire to in their leisure time. For example, she
takes the children out to eat once in awhile, sees her friends, and occa-
sionally goes shopping just for fun. Like most people, she thinks about
money a lot, but she seldom discusses it with anyone. What exactly
does “money” mean to her?

She says it mostly means being comfortable and not having to worry.
These are two sides of the same coin. They define, within a fairly nar-
row range, the upper and lower limits of what money connotes. “Com-
fort” is having just enough money to feel some pleasure in the way one
lives. For example, her present house is practical, meeting the necessi-
ties of her family, but it is not “comfortable” because she did not have
quite enough money when she bought it to get one she really liked. She
would like to have either a new house that she could design herself or
an old house with some added charm, like a nice kitchen or a utility
room with a built-in ironing board. She insists she would not want to
live extravagantly, just comfortably. “Worrying,” in contrast, means
being in a situation where the money may not even be sufficient to
cover necessities. For example, she had a couple of unexpected bills this
month and has had to call the bank to make sure she doesn’t overdraw
before the end of the month.

We can understand more clearly what “comfortable” and “worry”
mean by considering the rest of what Lynn Rothman says about them.
The level of comfort she has in mind involves being able to buy an $80
blouse or a $250 suit at one of the main department stores in town. That
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would be comfortable because she wouldn’t have to worry whether she
was spending too much. She admits that “by some standards” spend-
ing that much on clothing seems “outrageous.” But she quickly diverts
attention away from such standards by arguing that it is “not unusual”
to pay this for a suit. She also suggests that spending a lot more, say
$1,000, would be “extravagant.” Altogether, she figures it would prob-
ably take an annual income of between $100,000 and $150,000 for her to
feel comfortable. Again, she insists “extravagant is not me,” but com-
fort is something she feels is a legitimate aspiration.

This example suggests in a preliminary way how the culture in which
we live sets the moral context for our considerations about money. I say
“moral context” because there is a sense of right and wrong, of justice
and injustice, in these comments about comfort and worry. It is reason-
able to think a person should live comfortably and not have to worry
all the time about money. It is not reasonable for an ordinary person to
want to live extravagantly (although they might fantasize about it).
What these words mean, however, is defined chiefly by the market-
place. When the going price for department-store blouses is $80, then
being able to buy one of these becomes a legitimate use of money. We
take it for granted that the good life, financially, will consist of expendi-
tures in this range. The meaning of money is thus subjective, in the
sense that each individual must develop his or her own standards of
what is reasonable, but this subjectivity is in turn deeply influenced by
the more objective standards that prevail in the marketplace.

But how far does this example take us toward understanding why
money is constructed culturally the way it is? And where are we in
terms of understanding what money has to do with broader questions
of meaning and value? Once it is suggested that money is a way of
paying our bills, this suggestion seems so commonplace that it over-
whelms almost any other thinking we might wish to do on the topic.
This, nevertheless, is the place to start because it establishes the crucial
context in which money must be considered. It helps substantiate that
we are looking in the right place when we try to understand the mean-
ing of money by considering how people spend it.

It seems especially important, too, to observe that this same context
emerges when we look more closely at how people describe their child-
hood memories of money. As we have seen, people often express un-
certainty about their parents’ actual views of money because their par-
ents said so little on the subject. But children are keen observers. They
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pay remarkably close attention to the nuances of the marketplace and,
in the absence of other information, draw their own conclusions about
money on that basis. Even much later, when they reflect on their child-
hood memories, adults are able to recall in vivid detail many of the
specific expenditures that shaped their own views of money. One man
(who says his parents were not very open about money), for example,
remembers at age 4 going from dealer to dealer with his dad to look for
a new automobile. The car they purchased, he recalls, had none of the
“extras” he wished they could have gotten. He also remembers that
when color television became popular his family didn’t get one. Nor
did they remodel the house or buy a new stove, like some of the neigh-
bors. Other people speak with equal vividness about their childhood
impressions of money. They remember that their mother bought them
clothing at one store rather than another or that they got a new bicycle
but not the specific brand for which they had hoped. They do not re-
member any reasons being given for these decisions, only that they
came away with a sense that money was tight, plentiful, or somewhere
in between. The implicit message, nevertheless, is that the right (only?)
way to think about money is in terms of what it can buy.

Starting with these initial observations, we can turn then to the more
specific questions that must be addressed in order to locate money
within this material horizon. One obvious path to follow, still as a point
of departure, is the literature on consumer behavior. For our purposes,
we must, however, focus on the guiding assumptions of this literature,
rather than on the more substantive arguments that are made once
these assumptions are taken for granted. The consumerist model actu-
ally conceptualizes money as having a direct relation to an individual’s
basic life values. It assumes, in most formulations, that people funda-
mentally want to be happy. The specific ways in which they pursue
happiness are likely to vary (depending on background and circum-
stances) but may include such goals as health, security, being loved,
being a member of a supportive community, beauty, knowledge, and
relaxation. Consumer goods provide the specific means of attaining
these goals. Money takes on meaning primarily as the wherewithal for
purchasing these goods. This way of understanding money clearly gets
around the concern I have voiced about values being bracketed out of
people’s thinking about their finances.

A surface reading of the argument, though, tends to be misleading.
Several additional assumptions substantially weaken the connection
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between money and values. One is that the typical consumer is only
vaguely and partially aware of his or her specific values. Another is
that all the values to which people are likely to be oriented tend to be
positive (for example, health as opposed to illness); consequently, the
greater the number of these values that can be attained, the happier a
person will be (by implication, therefore, the more money one has, the
better off one is). A third assumption is that all values can be pursued
meaningfully through the expenditure of money on material goods
and services. And a final assumption is that choices among specific
values are likely to reflect individual or cultural preferences that lie
outside the model itself. In combination, these assumptions give little
reason to believe the average consumer actually takes his or her values
very much into account in making decisions about the expenditure of
money.

They also provide a strong basis for arguing that the taboo against
talking about money and the material horizon in which money is sub-
jectively framed by the average consumer are connected in more than
a casual way. The literature on consumer behavior generally acknowl-
edges that human values, including their implications for the uses of
money, can be influenced by conscious reflection and collective delib-
eration. The reason it assumes this is that any effort to mold consumer
behavior (for example, through advertising) depends on its malleabil-
ity. The same literature argues that these efforts are not only possible
but desirable as well, because people often feel they lack sources of advice on
how best to live their lives." In short, not talking about money in personal
life makes a place for advertisers to exercise their definitional craft.

We come, then, to a fuller exposition of the claim made in the last
chapter, at that point largely by analogy, about the connection between
institutionalized control over public life and the strength of taboos in
private life. What might be termed “privileged” or “hegemonic” dis-
course in the realm of consumer behavior is strengthened by the fact
(or assumption thereof) that people do not know how to connect their
own values with their uses of money in private life. It thus becomes the
advertisers’ role to establish this connection, presumably by convinc-
ing the prospective consumer of a causal relationship between an ex-
penditure on product X and the realization of value Y. Taking the con-
sumer behavior literature at face value, we might even assume that the
advertiser’s role, therefore, is to perform a positive, value-clarifying
function. What might give pause to accepting this argument at face
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value, however, is the possibility of conceptual bracketing that was
raised earlier. Clearly, any hope of settling the matter requires us to
consider some empirical evidence.

Though the consumer behavior literature itself is replete with empir-
ical studies, it behooves us to take people’s own accounts of their be-
havior seriously, rather than relying on inferential evidence about the
supposed connections between purchases and values. Again, talk is not
simply a fallible indicator of deeper psychological dispositions but a
constitutive feature of values themselves. How people talk about their
purchases provides a way of gauging the material horizons within
which they frame their discussions.

The consumerist orientation is particularly evident when people talk
about relatively small, discretionary items. “I just look at it as kind of a
trade-off between getting something of high quality and yet not spend-
ing more than I felt I can afford,” is the way one man describes his
decision to buy a stereo. A woman talking about buying a nice dress for
herself uses some of the same language. “Mostly the price,” she volun-
teers. “Am I getting my money’s worth? I knew if it didn’t turn out, I
could return it, of course. But it wasn’t exorbitant; I knew I could afford
it.” We might think these discretionary purchases would need to be
linked more closely with personal values than items more easily legiti-
mated in terms of necessity. Instead, people appear to think of them as
goods that everyone has; thus, the question is not so much “why
should I get one of these?” as it is which brand is the best buy.

Many such items may of course be casual, even impulsive purchases
that do not require significant thinking about the uses of one’s money.
But people who admit they scrimp and save in order to make pur-
chases about which they reflect deeply also tend largely to talk in the
language of the marketplace. “I had to save my speaking fees and
Christmas money for two solid years,” says Audrey Cole, a highly con-
scientious woman, age 43, who directs a nonprofit organization in the
Midwest. She is talking about buying a personal computer. “I only had
so much money so I couldn’t just go out and buy any old machine I
wanted. I had to spend a lot of time shopping. I didn’t know much
about them. I had to talk to a lot of sales people. And it just so hap-
pened that I got lucky because they accidentally mispriced the unit. So
I basically got the monitor for free.” Asked specifically to say why she
bought the machine (and to talk about her motivation), she continues
to frame her account, as it were, within the context of the computer
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store itself. “It was the right price; price had to do with a lot of it. A lot
of the IBMs were priced over my budget. I didn’t want a cheap ma-
chine. I had certain specifications. So, when I went into Sears and he
quoted me this price, I just said I'll take it.” Pressed further to talk about
any other feelings or considerations that may have been important, she
begins to sound even more as if she is being asked to do a commercial.
“Sears is a well-known company. We deal with Sears a lot. You can get
these service contracts.” She concludes, “I was pretty proud of the deal
I had made and the price I had gotten and the machine that I ended up
with.”

The largest single financial decision most people ever make is pur-
chasing a house. Here we would expect all the larger questions money
implies to come rushing to the surface. Not only does the financial obli-
gation incurred in purchasing a house commit one to a certain lifestyle;
the house itself defines a considerable portion of that lifestyle. If people
are too busy to examine their values every time they buy a new article
of clothing, the same cannot be said of buying a house. Most people
buy one infrequently and put a great deal of effort into the process.
What are their main considerations?

Davis Reskin had recently purchased a house in West Chester, so the
issues he had considered were still fresh in his mind. The main ques-
tions, he recalls, were, “Are we choosing the best area? Is the house in
good condition, not just cosmetically, but the pipes, the electrical wir-
ing, the whole bit? What can go wrong? Are we getting the best deal
possible for the money?” Charles Greenwood had also made the deci-
sion to buy a house not long ago. He observes, “The primary issue in
making that purchase was the ability to meet the monthly obligation—
basically the initial cost of making the acquisition and then carrying the
acquisition in the sense of how secure my income was and whether
there was enough income and how much income I could devote to that
particular acquisition.” Asked to elaborate on any other considera-
tions, he explains, “It also represents a way to avoid expenses, rental
expenses or living expenses. In the long term it would be a cheaper, less
costly way to fulfill the need of having a place to live.”

These statements are not atypical. Most of the people we talked to
discussed purchases of houses, cars, boats, and other major items in
terms of financial considerations alone. They took for granted that such
expenditures are legitimate personal needs. Trade-offs among various
needs or wants were not discussed. Instead, people started from the
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unspoken assumption that they were already “in the market” for an
item and then proceeded to explain why one selection was a “better
buy” than another. Being “in the market” is decisive because it brackets
out of consideration any of the reasons that might have placed one in
that context in the first place.”

The consumerist framework is so common to the way people talk
about their purchases that we might ask whether it even makes sense
to suggest there may be reasonable alternatives. Does anybody bring a
wider range of considerations into their decisions about spending their
money? Let us listen to Pam Jones, the Illinois software engineer whom
we have heard from several times in previous chapters, as she de-
scribes how she and her husband decided to purchase a house. “Bill
and I had a pretty high income, and I felt like it was a real waste of
money to be paying rent all the time. I wanted to build up some equity.
I also felt like it’d be good to lower our taxes, by being able to deduct
the interest on a house. I was ready to settle down, too. So it was mainly
just personal preference for a lifestyle, the tax issue, and making good
financial sense.”

Her account sounds very much like the consumerist framework
most people invoke. It is interesting, however, that she also mentions
something about lifestyle. This notion is thrown in almost as an after-
thought, with such brevity that it can almost be missed, especially as
she reiterates the importance of taxes and financial considerations. The
consumerist framework, it appears, is the one she knows most readily
how to put into words. She seems most comfortable talking to the inter-
viewer in these public, commonly accepted terms. Her use of the
phrase “personal preference” in conjunction with lifestyle suggests
that there may be a deeper meaning she feels may be less appropriate
to discuss. Fortunately, she continues.

“We probably could’ve gotten something a lot more expensive,” she
explains. “I think this is where our sense of lifestyle came in. We didn’t
want to be tied down to really expensive monthly payments. We
wanted something that we could pay for with only one of us working,
or maybe both of us working half-day jobs. So when it came to choos-
ing the house, those factors came into play. And then, we wanted a big
enough living room that we could have friends over. Also, we do a lot
of our visiting in the kitchen, so for us we wanted either a large kitchen
or a kitchen with the family room right next to it.”
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As she discusses their decision in greater detail, Pam reveals that she
and her husband included their deepest personal values quite explic-
itly in their deliberations. At first, her remarks about friends seem to
express little more than the usual desire to entertain. But closer consid-
eration reveals there is a matter of principle involved as well. “We've
talked a lot, Bill and I, about living in more of a community setting.
We’ve talked about how much our need for privacy would balance
against our desire to live more equitably, to live better, to live more in
a community. In fact, Bill had a problem with buying a house at all
because he feels it doesn’t make sense for the Earth as a whole for ev-
erybody to have their own little houses, or everybody to have their
own little lawn mower. Why don’t we share stuff? Why don’t we live
more in community? So he’s real excited that there is a community
organization, a neighborhood block organization. We've also talked
about the possibility of having refugees live in the basement. Or even
converting the big room downstairs into a bedroom for us and then the
other upstairs room we could share with whoever needed it. In fact, my
password is ‘to share” because I felt like that’s the purpose of the
house.”

From these comments we see that values other than sheer financial
considerations were indeed highly important to Pam and her husband.
Even though they could have afforded a more expensive home, they
decided to restrict their financial obligations. Their sense of friendliness
and community responsibility played an important role as well. Some
of these considerations, in fact, may strike readers as being quite under-
standable. And yet three things are important to observe. First, Pam
Jones is the exception rather than the rule. Most people, including the
ones who talked at greatest length about their purchases, had difficulty
saying anything about considerations other than price, brand, compa-
rable worth, and the like. Second, Pam herself drastically relativizes the
role of values in her account by talking, at least initially, in the language
of lifestyles and personal preferences. Somehow, her values were
strong enough to restrain the materialism evident in many people’s
comments, but on the surface these values have no more cultural au-
thority than those driving other people to express a “lifestyle pref-
erence” for luxury goods and ostentatious living. And third, Pam’s ac-
count demonstrates clearly how the privatization of both money and
personal values inhibits public discourse that might serve better to



180 CHAPTER SEVEN

integrate the two. She has discussed this relationship at great length in
the intimate confidences she shares with her husband. But it is as if she
is revealing a personal secret when she discusses them with us.

We can see more clearly where the relationship between expendi-
tures and values is located in Pam Jones’s map of the world if we pause
to hear what follows immediately after the portion of her account that
we have just considered. “Another thing that’s related to this is Bill and
I are not legally married. That’s because it’s cheaper. You pay more
taxes as a married couple than you do as two single people.” Conserva-
tive, religious, and family oriented as she is, this is an important revela-
tion for Pam to make. She realizes herself that it might not have come
out in the interview had she not volunteered it. Opening up, revealing
the more intimate details of her thoughts about money and values, has
prompted her to make this admission as well. But is she really meaning
to say that she and her husband stayed “single” for purely monetary
reasons? Yes and no. The surface reason is to save money on taxes. The
deeper reason, she reveals, is that she is a pacifist who refuses to pay
the “military portion” of her taxes. “I'm willing to withhold taxes and
get in trouble for it, and have it garnished off my wages and taken out
of my IRA account,” she explains. “This is a legal thing I can do to
reduce that.”

It is evident from someone like Pam Jones, then, that spending
money can be intricately tied up with a wide range of deeper human
values that stand largely outside the marketplace. Trying to integrate
these values into one’s thinking about money can lead to a reduced
level of expenditures on material purchases and to other decisions
meant to nurture these values. Such considerations are often compli-
cated, requiring husbands and wives or (as in the case of Pam and Bill)
other supportive friends to reflect seriously on how best to make these
decisions. Most people find it easier to bracket such considerations out
of conscious deliberation by focusing only on the economic aspects of
their purchases.

An additional reason for bracketing out broader considerations is
that decisions to spend money, like thoughts about money itself, are
subject to a wide variety of fears and anxieties. Making so many of
these decisions, as we do, in private, we wonder if we are doing the
right thing. It is difficult to know because few of the purchases we
make can be justified entirely in terms of necessity. Having a car, for
example, may be considered a necessity, but whether to pay $3,000
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extra for options becomes a matter of judgment. Facing the full implica-
tions of our purchases also puts us in contact with moral dictums that
arouse anxiety and yet are too vague to be of much help. People talk,
for example, about feeling guilty after they make a purchase because
they have been taught that frugality is a virtue and materialism a vice.?
Good salespeople, of course, realize this and make sure they say some-
thing affirming about our purchase before we leave the store.* Framing
our thoughts in purely market terms also helps reduce our anxiety.
Instead of wondering whether we should have made the purchase in
the first place, or how it really fits in with our values, we can concen-
trate on the price. Comparing the item we bought with one we did not
buy limits our attention to the specific merits of our purchase.

THE FAMILY BUDGET

Conventional economic wisdom suggests that framing our thinking
about money in purely materialistic terms has one redeeming virtue: at
least we can then think rationally about it. The logic behind this argu-
ment goes like this: The subject of human values is a murky area, filled
with lots of anxiety-producing uncertainty. Much of the connection be-
tween money and values must indeed be personal and subjective. The
individual, however, can exercise control over the choices he or she
makes by paying careful attention to the ways he or she spends money.
A well-planned, closely monitored budget may be the best solution.
The family budget, therefore, merits special consideration. If people
do not talk much about their money, they may nevertheless be more
judicious in its use than we have thus far suggested. In following a
budget, they may in effect translate vague personal goals into numeric
calculations, weigh the various options, and make rational choices. If
so, several possible implications of immediate relevance to our argu-
ment are likely to follow. One possibility is that the family budget sub-
stitutes in a negative way for the value-laden discussions that might
help people escape the cycle of consumerism in which they find them-
selves. This possibility implies that budgets, like comparative shop-
ping, force so much attention onto specific economic considerations
that broader goals are neglected. A different possibility is that the fam-
ily budget, rather than moral discourse, can be an effective way of
guiding and restraining the financial commitments that add pressure
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to people’s lives. In this scenario, getting more people to budget their
money would be the best way to curtail excessive spending and the
anxieties associated with it. There is also the possibility that budgets
themselves contribute to these pressures and anxieties. In other words,
budgets reveal the facts of the matter, that really not having enough
money is the problem, not the ways in which people think about their
money. All of these possibilities, it should be noted, also suggest that
money is not as subjective or free-floating as I have argued but is part
of an objective, rational system of personal finances.

None of the possibilities just mentioned seems credible, however.
The reason is that most people either do not have family budgets or, if
they do, seldom try to follow them. Most of the people we talked to
actually regarded budgets more as a nuisance than as something they
should follow, if only they were disciplined enough to do so.” They felt
this way for a variety of reasons, ranging from having enough money
that they didn’t have to worry, to having too little to worry about. A
common attitude, though, was that budgets are unessential because
expenditures mostly fall into two categories in the first place: those
over which you have no control anyway (such as rent and utilities), and
those that are discretionary, but okay as long as you don’t write bad
checks or find yourself unable to pay your bills.® Some people regarded
balancing their checkbooks as a more convenient way, after the fact, of
keeping tabs on their expenditures. But even this method was too both-
ersome for a number of people. One man, for example, explained, “I
haven’t balanced my checkbook in over a year. I just know there’s
money there, I don’t know how much is there.” In other cases, people
admitted they didn’t follow a budget because trying to do so had
forced them to talk about their money, the result of which seemed to be
marital discord.” This sensitivity to the mixing of money and human
relationships is also a more general concern that we shall consider later
in the chapter.

It is perhaps not surprising that so few people follow budgets, but
the importance of this fact cannot be understood enough. One of the
standing arguments in favor of the modern money economy is that
it has made rational economic, means-ends calculations possible. Or-
ganizations devise budgets for precisely this reason. The models of
economic virtue to which we look in our nation’s history advocated
careful budgeting in personal life as well. From Benjamin Franklin to
Andrew Carnegie, and from the Puritan divines to contemporary self-
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help manuals, the message has been that a well-disciplined life in-
volves following a precise personal budget. If the passions guiding the
human spirit were unruly and untamed, at least the realm of personal
finances could be subjected to a more rational mode of governance.

The evidence suggests, however, that within the material horizon of
personal finance itself, things are generally more uncertain than the
economic model would like to admit. Instead of planning one’s ex-
pected expenditures ahead of time, like an organization producing
goods might do, consumers spend their discretionary income without
any preconceived plan. Paying the bills is their method, after the fact,
of aligning these expenditures with their income. Consumerism is thus
an even more pervasive characteristic of personal finances than the ac-
counts we considered earlier might have led us to believe. In the ab-
sence of a budget, comparative pricing and advertisers’ reassurances
become all the more important. It is little wonder that the subjective
correlate of this consumer orientation is the feeling that more money
would solve everything. Purchasing decisions dictated by the outer
limits of one’s economic resources exert constant pressure to extend
beyond these limits.

CONSUMER RITUALS

How, then, do people make their decisions about spending money?
Can we learn something more from these decisions that will help us
understand the nature of economic commitments better—why they
seem less rational than they should be, why they seem disconnected
from other parts of life, and why they seem so difficult to restrain?
What we have considered thus far about consumerism and the lack of
family budgets provides a valuable clue. Most people do not structure
their money and spending habits by engaging in planning, systematic
calculations, and keeping rational budgets. Instead, they engage in
symbolic acts, “consumer rituals,” that signal implicit, behavioral con-
nections between their money and some of the values they hold dear.
If they believe it is a good thing to be frugal, for example, they find
token ways in which to demonstrate this value by denying themselves
certain material pleasures. They may also find ways of getting around
the value of frugality by ritually redefining certain activities so that
they “don’t count.”
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In calling these activities “rituals,” I follow conventional understand-
ings of this term in the social sciences. Ritual is symbolic-expressive
behavior that communicates something about social relations, often in
a relatively dramatic or formal manner.® In the present case, I am sug-
gesting that certain activities, such as the purchase of a consumer item,
convey special meaning beyond whatever material gratification they
may provide. That money and material goods have a symbolic dimen-
sion has, of course, long been recognized. A new car, for example, sym-
bolizes status in the community as well as being a mere means of trans-
portation. Here, however, I want to focus on a more restrictive kind of
symbolism. Some consumer activities, I shall argue, are formally and
dramaturgically set apart in a way that not only makes them special,
but gives them special meaning as markers of appropriate consumer
behavior itself. In other words, these activities take on special signifi-
cance because they define the outer boundaries of the material sphere
in which the individual resides. Consumer rituals do this largely by
establishing special relationships between the individual and some ma-
terial object acquired through an expenditure of money. We shall see
that loans and gifts also perform this function, but in a different way.
Understanding what consumer rituals are, and how they function, will
require us to consider some specific examples and to contrast them
with some of the activities we saw earlier in considering accounts of
work.

Consumer rituals come mainly in two varieties: those that define ap-
propriate spending behavior by erring on the side of frugality, and
those that define it by providing examples of splurging. An example of
the former would be lawyer Stanton Haynes’s obsession with turning
out the lights. Although he earns a six-digit salary and luxuriates in the
“ambience” he has created with fine furnishings in his apartment, turn-
ing out the lights helps him think of himself as a frugal person. In con-
trast, a ritual that defines splurging would be appraiser Norm Lund-
strom’s policy of setting no limits on the amount of orange juice his
family consumes. Frugal in many other ways, he sees this particular
activity as evidence that he also knows how to be extravagant.

By most indications, behavior like this is so trivial that it deserves
little more than passing attention. Yet boundary-defining activity of
this kind is precisely what anthropologists consider the key to under-
standing cultural systems. The behavior itself may be of little conse-
quence economically, but it takes on special significance because it
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transgresses established cultural demarcations. There is power in these
demarcations because they provide order, regularity, in social life.” Ac-
tivity that crosses them acquires some of this power. In the present
case, consumer rituals are much like the hypothetical examples Lynn
Rothman used in explaining the differences among worry, comfort,
and extravagance. Comfort, we can now say, is an appropriate level of
spending, the upper and lower boundaries of which are defined by
rituals of frugality and splurging. Turning off the lights is voluntary
behavior that reminds one what it might be like actually to worry that
one’s utility bill could not be paid. Extravagant consumption of orange
juice is token behavior that points toward genuine (costly) extrava-
gance, such as purchasing a $1,000 dress or having a second home in
the Bahamas." The specific behavior that serves these ritual functions
may of course be quite different from one person to the next. In both
the examples just given, we know why the particular behavior is signif-
icant, however. In Stanton Haynes’s case, his father always made an
issue of turning out the lights, even though Stanton felt as a child (and
feels even more strongly today) that a few kilowatts here and there
were scarcely significant. Norm Lundstrdm’s orange-juice extrava-
gance also ties back to his upbringing. His mother always rationed the
orange juice; not rationing it is his way of being a spendthrift.

A few other examples will illustrate the variety of consumer rituals.
Like turning out the lights or consuming orange juice, many represent
relatively insignificant items for the average, middle-class household:
going to matinees instead of evening movies, paying cash to avoid
credit-card interest, or keeping the thermostat set two degrees below
the comfort level, all on the side of frugality, or taking the kids out for
dinner once a week, splurging on favorite compact discs, or treating
oneself to a massage, on the side of extravagance. Many of these activi-
ties have acquired ritual significance because they are the subject of
advertising campaigns and financial advice columns. Other consumer
rituals may be considerably more costly but also frequently represent
conformity with, or a retreat from, the consumer appeals evident in the
wider culture. Not buying a new BMW (but getting a used one) can
thus be a ritual of frugality.

One type of consumer ritual came up so often in our interviews that
it deserves special mention. Middle-class men and women who other-
wise led reasonably conservative lives in their consumer behavior rou-
tinely admitted to having purchased something they considered extrav-
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agant in recent months. One person mentioned a new pair of skis; an-
other, a wide-screen television set; another, an airplane; many, a new
stereo system; others, a sportier-than-average automobile, a computer,
or expensive sports equipment. Their way of justifying these pur-
chases, against what appeared to be a slight case of guilt, was to de-
scribe them as “adult toys.” This of course is a term that marketing
experts have coined, applying it to entire stores that specialize in such
items. But I believe there is also a deeper reason why it rolls so easily
from people’s tongues. Appropriate consumer behavior is associated
with adult roles and responsibilities. A way of dramatizing the outer
edges of this behavior is to act like a child. Some married men and
women, for example, claimed they were completely unconcerned
about money but revealed they could be because their spouse made all
the decisions. They were, in a sense, adult children. The term “adult
toys” carries similar connotations. It mixes registers, thus symbolizing
perfectly the boundary between adult responsibility and childhood in-
dulgence. Temporary regression into the role of child allows adults to
do things they otherwise would not do. But labeling this regression as
such also limits it. Purchasing adult toys is a consumer ritual that helps
define responsible behavior by temporarily abandoning it.

Though common, consumer rituals are peculiar in one respect. They
suggest, like the other evidence we have considered, that the world of
money, as most people experience it, is far less rational than we might
imagine from listening to economists. Ritual may convey its own sense
of rationality. But it mostly takes us away from contemporary notions
of this term and places us squarely in the midst of primordial societies
in which ritual and symbolism is everything. To understand the signif-
icance of ritual, we must then consider the functions it has always per-
formed in such settings.

Rituals acquire special meaning in a world of uncertainty. They help
people make sense of their lives when conditions seem out of control,
beyond comprehension. They may be institutionalized, observed at
regular intervals, or even mandated by law. But their purpose is clear-
est when they help people through times of transition, when they clar-
ify ambiguous relationships, and when they give structure to moments
of awe. They tell people how to behave when the situations they face
defy systematic forethought and calculation.

Consumer rituals provide ways of responding to the economic un-
certainty that pervades private life in modern societies. We may try to
plan out our lives, but we seldom know with any assurance whether
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our planning will pay off or not. This is especially true in the short run.
While it may be true that nothing is more certain than death and taxes,
monthly expenses can fluctuate wildly. Health insurance may save in-
dividuals from bankruptcy, but an unanticipated visit to the doctor can
wreck havoc with family finances. Uncertainties brought on by fears of
losing one’s job, fluctuations in the stock market, instability of retire-
ment programs, and difficulties in predicting the cost of higher educa-
tion aggravate the problem. Faced with these uncertainties, people do
symbolic things, like turning off the lights or refusing to scrimp on or-
ange juice. These rituals make them feel better about themselves. In the
absence of more objective criteria, feelings become important indeed.

We can grasp the importance of consumer rituals better by distin-
guishing more carefully among the types of uncertainty that character-
ize economic life. In the workplace, large bureaucracies and rational-
ized performance criteria make things fairly structured and predictable
but often restrict the flow of information sufficiently that knowing ex-
actly what one’s contribution has been is difficult to gauge. The prob-
lem tends to be ambiguity. For the individual in such settings, uncer-
tainty is likely to be experienced chiefly as doubt about the relationship
between one’s limited, specialized efforts and the wider goals of the
organization. Workplace rituals, as we have seen, reduce this doubt by
focusing on the relationship between one’s activities and the self or an
immediate community of co-workers or by magnifying the scope and
variety of one’s tasks. Consumer rituals respond to a vastly different
sort of uncertainty. Unlike the workplace, where things may be all too
predictable, the typical consumer is faced with a high degree of unpre-
dictability. Serious risks may again be reduced by large-scale institu-
tions, such as the social security system or life insurance programs, but
the degree to which any specific activity can be predicted to achieve its
desired goal may be relatively low. This is because the individual or
household is relatively weak compared with the larger institutions and
economic forces governing social life. It is also a function of the lack of
training most individuals feel they have received in understanding the
relationship between work and money, between saving and spending,
or in thinking about the role of money in achieving broader human
goals such as happiness.

There is thus a link between consumer rituals and the broader issue
of how money and human values should be understood. The unpre-
dictability that generates consumer rituals in the first place occurs
largely because money is actually a function of our behavior as whole



188 CHAPTER SEVEN

persons, not as the narrowly defined occupants of social roles. Role
performance can be prescribed; the behavior of whole persons cannot
be. In the workplace, for example, an executive can predict with a high
degree of certainty that his or her secretary will send out the letters he
or she writes. The same person, as consumer, is subject to much more
uncertainty because he or she cannot predict very well whether one
child will wreck the family car, another child will decide to attend an
expensive college, or his or her spouse will sue for divorce. In short,
unpredictability is a feature of human communities, whereas ambigu-
ity is a function of organizations.

The best way to reduce unpredictability in human communities is to
encourage greater communication, especially discussion that clarifies
the relationship between means and ends, between action and values.
But faced with the taboo that prohibits talking about money, individu-
als engage in consumer rituals instead. These rituals function like
grunts and hand signals, telling others (and oneself) in a vague way
that it is good not to be too frugal or too extravagant. They permit
specific decisions about money to be made largely on the basis of cues
received from advertisers and marketing campaigns. But they serve
poorly to communicate more exact messages about how to relate to
other human beings.

MoONEY AND HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS

Besides the taboos and rituals that give money its peculiarly delimited
location in American culture, there are also strong boundaries that sep-
arate it from human relationships. Money has to be kept in its place, we
say, because it corrupts these relationships. What does this mean? How
do we maintain these distinctions? How do they further prevent us
from considering money in a less delimited way?

Were an anthropologist from another society to observe the relation-
ship in American culture between money and human relationships,
that person would undoubtedly recognize its centrality to the way our
culture is organized. Activities and objects are placed in different cate-
gories, depending on whether they are viewed as monetary concerns
or as human concerns. An anthropologist would also notice that the
human category is often thought to be corrupted or contaminated by
too much exposure to the monetary category. The possibility of such
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contamination is a danger that people worry about in American soci-
ety. The reason they do so is that money seems to expand into new
arenas where it has not been evident before. When such expansion is
perceived to occur, it generates a sense of unease, a feeling that things
are somehow askew and need to be set aright. Why it seems this way,
and what can be done about it—whether moral discourse can be mobi-
lized to protect human relationships from further contamination—are
the questions that require attention.

A prior issue, however, is what exactly it means in this context to talk
about “human relationships.” The transaction that constitutes a human
relationship may be with a real estate agent who has been retained to
sell a person’s house. During the process, the parties involved may
exchange pleasantries about a wide variety of topics and may even
develop a level of trust between them. When money is exchanged at
closing, however, one is unlikely to hear anyone complain that this
relationship has been corrupted. Consummation of the deal is, in fact,
likely to terminate the relationship entirely, but neither party com-
plains because it is known from the start that money is the basis of their
interaction. It may be worth noting, however, that the actual transfer of
money takes place with some solemnity (an exchange of formal papers,
checks placed in envelopes, situated in an attorney’s office) that allows
casual conversation to continue with only implicit acknowledgment of
the monetary dimension of the occasion.

The type of relationship most likely to evoke fear of being corrupted
by money is one founded on some other basis (especially kinship) and
presumed to involve the whole person or a large number of roles,
rather than one delimited role. “Intimacy” is the test characteristic of
such relationships, but clarity about the meaning of intimacy must be
established. Despite the fact that intimacy is often used to indicate
the physical dimension of relationships, it should be evident that this
dimension is seldom the one that arouses concern about the role of
money. One expects to pay a doctor, masseuse, or prostitute for the
physical services they provide. Intimacy is better understood in terms
of the scope and depth of a relationship. Sharing emotions or dreams
and aspirations that lie at the core of one’s being is said to indicate
“depth” in a relationship. Sharing a wide variety of experiences (child
rearing, house buying, tennis) and ones that may extend through dif-
ferent stages of a person’s life cycle constitutes intimacy because of the
scope of the roles that are included.
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What is at issue, then, is the fear that money corrupts something
fundamentally human. Intimacy, depth, scope are at risk, not simply
any kind of social interaction. What is at risk is the sense that some-
thing of intrinsic value will be transformed when it is brought into
contact with money. It is the same fear that prompts people to say that
a work of art is “priceless” or that no monetary value can be attached
to one’s health, to one’s spouse or children, or to love. This moreover is
why intimate human relationships that cannot literally be kept free of
monetary implications are often surrounded with special rituals that
help keep the separation intact symbolically. Marriage, for example,
always establishes a legal relationship involving fundamental eco-
nomic commitments (such as agreeing to share property equally or file
tax returns jointly). But these commitments are carefully shielded from
view during the wedding ceremony itself. Norms may even function to
keep the material gifts that well-wishers bring at some distance from
the ceremony itself. For example, some traditions require that these be
brought to the bride’s house before the ceremony; some, to the recep-
tion (which is likely to be held at a different place); and some, to be
given in cash, but anonymously, in a special envelope."

It is easy, in a general sense, to understand why the boundary sepa-
rating money from human relationships is so important. The problem
of mixing the two is that the ability to price something unique is im-
plied. To say only that something precious is like money does not raise
this problem. For example, when the Hebrew scriptures proclaim, “I
have rejoiced in the path of your instruction as one rejoices over
wealth,”analogy is presented, but nothing more. In contrast, it would
seem problematic for someone to say, “My wife is worth $10 million;
how much is yours worth?” The reason is that placing a specific mone-
tary value on an object implies a market for that object. But the very
notion of a market suggests universal standards of evaluation, inter-
changeability among equally valued objects, and the possibility of
transferring objects from one party to another. Something valued be-
cause of the unique relationship between it and a person cannot ade-
quately be subjected to the pricing mechanism of the market.

There are, of course, abundant examples of precisely this kind of
pricing taking place. People may be unique, but they still take out in-
surance that attaches a monetary value to their life. They may build
their own home and fill it with their own unique memories, and yet be
able to agree on a price for it when they have to move. But in both these
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examples the market mechanism does not accomplish a complete con-
version of something unique into a monetary value. Life insurance is
not intended to replace the person, but simply to cover some of the
costs that might be borne by that person’s survivors. Virtually any
amount can be purchased; the pricing mechanism applies only to the
cost of premiums, which are determined largely on the basis of actuar-
ial statistics. The price of a house is determined by local market condi-
tions, as evidenced in recent sales prices of comparable houses and on
standard appraisal guidelines for square footage, acreage, number of
rooms, improvements, and so on. What is unique (e.g., personal memo-
ries) or difficult to price in the local market (e.g., expensive Chinese
wallpaper) is likely to be omitted from the calculations.

In most cases, the boundary separating money from human relation-
ships serves a more specific purpose, however. The relationship be-
tween parents and children can be taken as an example. Although a
parent might in extreme circumstances be forced to place a monetary
value on the life of a child (perhaps in a court settlement involving
accidental death), it would be much more common for money to enter
the relationship in less holistic ways. Parents, for example, routinely
give their children allowances, reward them monetarily for making
good grades in school, pay them to do household chores, and so on. In
these cases it is even possible to say that a kind of spot market often
exists to determine the amounts of money involved. Children, for in-
stance, may compare allowances with their classmates to determine
appropriate levels or adopt collective bargaining practices with their
siblings to drive up the price of carrying out the trash. The difficulties
and limitations of these everyday monetary transactions point to some
of the most important functions of drawing lines between money and
human relationships. One is that true market conditions do not prevail.
A child dissatisfied with the allowance offered by his or her parents
cannot simply go to another set of parents in hopes of receiving more.
Another is that the “memory” of these limited markets is likely to de-
pend more on standards of justice external to market considerations
than on market characteristics themselves. A younger sibling may de-
mand the same wages for doing household chores as an older sibling
receives, as a matter of principle, even though the level of performance
may not be equivalent at all."* A third factor, compounded by the other
two, is that the transaction costs involved in attaching monetary value
to particular activities may become a limiting consideration in them-
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selves. Buying a newspaper at a fixed price of fifty cents illustrates min-
imal transaction costs. Paying a child to go buy the newspaper would
likely involve a great deal more time and energy because no external
mechanism is available to dictate the going price and because a whole
range of “personal” considerations are likely to be taken into account
(such as the weather, the child’s age, how badly the child needs money,
what siblings have been paid for comparable tasks, etc.). If these trans-
actions are sporadic, necessitating renegotiation each time, the relative
costs will be even higher.

Because of the limited applicability of true market mechanisms in
these situations, the following norms are likely to be followed, all of
which help restrict the degree to which monetary transactions interfuse
ordinary human relationships. First, what might be called “global”
agreements will be resorted to, rather than engaging in specific negoti-
ations about the price of particular activities. Spouses agree to pool
their money as long as they are married, for example, instead of paying
each other on a daily basis for making the bed, driving the children to
school, and so forth."” Parents pay children a standard monthly allow-
ance, rather than negotiating a piece-rate system for particular house-
hold chores. Second, those transactions to which monetary value is at-
tached are likely to be restricted either to rare, substantial events or to
easily calculated, routine events."* Spouses may have prenuptial agree-
ments that cover the distribution of assets upon divorce, as an example
of the former. Parents may pay children for good grades because a
fixed price scale can be specified and there is relatively little ambiguity
involved. Third, much of what makes the relationship “human” is
likely to be excluded from monetary transactions, either because the
costs are deemed too high or because having to establish a price in the
first place would significantly alter the nature of the exchange. It might
be possible, for example, to establish a system of monetary rewards to
encourage such activities as smiling, saying nice things to one’s sib-
lings, or being “helpful.” Behaviorists have tried to do precisely that.
But for most people, the difficulty of deciding exactly what smiling,
saying nice things, and being helpful are renders a system of this kind
unworkable. And fourth, attempts to reduce transaction costs may in-
clude withholding valuable information from some of the parties in-
volved. Children bargaining with their parents for higher allowances,
for example, may not reveal the fact that their friends are receiving
substantially less. Parents may also withhold relevant information; for
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example, about their salary, to prevent this from becoming a factor in
the negotiations. This, of course, is one of the practical functions served
by the taboo against talking about money with children and close
friends.

These norms help reinforce the boundaries separating money from
human relationships. But they tell us more about the consequences of
these boundaries than they do about their sources. Somehow, people
learn that money corrupts human relationships, and they learn this
lesson well enough to keep the two separate. How? Functional expla-
nations of the kind just considered focus chiefly on efficiency. Cultural
explanations reveal more about the actual understandings, the lan-
guage, that people use to justify the deeper sense they have that money
and human relationships have a corrosive effect on each other.

Our interviews revealed clearly that people learn early in life that
money and human relationships, like oil and water, do not mix. Amy
Oldenburg, the Los Angeles hospital chaplain whom we have heard
from before, provided one of the clearest answers on this subject. She
described her father as “a very, very poor preacher’s kid” whose
clothes were generally “hand-me-downs” from the neighbors (“he
used to have to fight sometimes to keep them on his back, or so he told
us”). Her mother, in contrast, was “a very, very rich little girl” whose
father owned a huge lumber mill in Oregon (“she never wanted for
anything”). Amy’s own upbringing, she explains, occurred in a rela-
tively affluent setting. Her father was a “self-made man” who had done
well in the insurance business. But her experience of money as a child,
she believes, placed her in a difficult double bind. “I think my dad
would always get nervous when my mother was spending the money,
but they really did have it for her to spend. So, the double bind came
with us kids thinking, well, gosh, we have it here, it’s around us, and
yet they’re always fighting and arguing about it. It was a very tense
issue.”

The conflict Amy saw between her parents has deeply influenced her
view of money as an adult. “Today,” she says, “I feel very insecure
about money matters.” She fears money because she isn’t quite sure of
its appropriate place. On the one hand, “it seemed to be the thing that
caused a lot of unhappiness and division within my family.” But on the
other hand, “it seemed to be the thing that also made for a good time,
or made life seem comfortable and secure.” Valuing it positively, and
yet worrying (like her father) that it might disappear, she has often
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experienced what she describes as “panic” when the subject of money
is discussed. She handles these feelings chiefly by separating money
from her thinking about human relationships. Whenever she accumu-
lates some extra cash, she goes out and spends it. That way, at least, she
is able to enjoy it for a little while. Part of her believes more money
would make her happier because she could go shopping more often
and not worry as much about paying the bills. But another part of her
views money with suspicion. It “messed up” her home life, and she
would like to experience an intimate relationship with someone now
that was simply free of any considerations about money.

Many of the people we talked to explained that they had learned to
separate money from human relationships by seeing their parents fight
about it.” This was especially true in instances where their parents held
widely differing views about money, a situation made more common
by the high level of upward social mobility that characterized Ameri-
can society during the 1940s and 1950s. With working-class people en-
tering the middle class in growing numbers, some (like Amy Old-
enburg’s father) were bound to marry into more affluent families and
thus find themselves linked with someone whose views about spend-
ing were markedly different. In other cases, upward social mobility it-
self caused material circumstances to outpace attitudes toward spend-
ing, thereby increasing the likelihood that family arguments about
money could not easily be settled by economic logic alone. Exogamy
across ethnic and religious lines also added to the likelihood of marital
disagreements in some cases. When parents were divorced, children
were especially likely to feel money had tainted their relationships,
perhaps because the divorce itself had forced financial issues to the
surface. In many other instances, people described conflict with their
own spouse over questions of personal finance. Feeling they had no
clear guidelines, or even ways of discussing it reasonably, they re-
solved the question of money by putting it in a different mental cate-
gory from their thinking about relationships.

Two additional arguments have emerged during the past two de-
cades to reinforce the view that money can have a corrupting influence
on human relationships. One has arisen in conjunction with alimony
and child-support suits and has been voiced particularly in women’s-
rights literature. It emphasizes the economic dimension of family rela-
tionships, often pointing out their conflictual nature, and the contrast
between these conflicts and ideals of intimacy, nurture, and caring.'
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The second surfaced in our interviews mainly among people who had
been deeply exposed to therapeutic perspectives on human relation-
ships. Besides leading to arguments, these people suggested, money
becomes a means of power, control, and manipulation. It creates asym-
metries between parents and children or between men and women that
can interfere with personal autonomy, self-expression, and frank con-
siderations of emotions and feelings. In both views, money appears
increasingly as a corrupting influence.

With strong cultural norms, as well as practical reasons, for keeping
money and human relationships apart, the question arises, then, of
why money seems to expand into realms where it has not been present
before. The issue can be framed as one of stasis versus dynamism. A
static understanding of American materialism would emphasize that
people have good reasons to keep money in its place, and generally do
so, if only because the transaction costs of extending it into the human
realm become prohibitive."” A dynamic understanding, in contrast, em-
phasizes the fact that people nevertheless perceive it to be difficult to
keep money restrained. Sensing that money can be a corrosive feature
in their lives, they go ahead to worry that it is in fact having a corrupt-
ing influence. Why?

The growing penetration of money into other realms of personal ex-
istence is rooted in the dynamics of modern society itself. The fleeting,
mobile relationships with strangers that have replaced more enduring
forms of interaction in many parts of modern society contribute to the
rising influence of money. They do so because there is no secure way of
reciprocating in these relationships. Long-term neighbors, for example,
can provide meals to each other in their own homes, knowing that over
a period of years many opportunities will arise for reciprocity; strang-
ers who may meet for a business lunch are more likely to pay cash
because they will never see each other again. Uncertainty about the
longevity of marriage is an even more striking example. Monetary con-
siderations become more important because each spouse may have col-
lateral from previous marriages and realistically anticipate dissolution
of the current partnership sometime before death. Child-rearing pat-
terns have also shifted toward increasing involvement in market rela-
tions. Although child labor has always raised economic considerations
in families, the provision of goods to children in traditional societies
generally took place outside the market, depending heavily on home-
grown food, homemade clothing, and education through apprentice-
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ship. At present, nearly everything children require, from food and
clothing to medical care and college tuition, involves monetary transac-
tions. In both cases, what appears to be an increasingly problematic
role of money is also rooted in the fact that egalitarian norms are open-
ing new possibilities for those formerly excluded from decision making
(wives and children) to negotiate matters of family finance. Another
major development that has reinforced the monetarization of human
relationships is the growth of professions. Child care, care of the sick
and elderly, away-from-home lodging, cooking, moving, home repairs,
lawn mowing, and trash hauling are only some of the activities now
done by professionals on a for-pay basis that were once performed
largely by family members, neighbors, friends, and volunteers.

These societal developments, however, do not occur simply as a re-
sult of lawlike evolutionary trends. They are furthered by the institu-
tional competition built into the market system itself. Corporations sell-
ing goods and services can often increase their profits most effectively
by enlarging existing markets or by creating new markets. Existing
markets are enlarged significantly when people who have previously
done things on their own are in some way drawn into the marketplace.
The classic historical example is the success experienced by coloniz-
ing powers of drawing traditional communities into the Western mar-
ket for spices, rum, and finished cloth."” Gandhi’s attempt to return
India to homespun cloth was thus an effort to extricate his people from
dependence on British markets. New markets are created by invent-
ing new products and by finding a way to distribute goods and ser-
vices that have formerly been outside the pricing system. Chains of
for-profit nursery schools, for example, have subjected a realm of per-
sonal life to the market that once was defined almost exclusively as a
family matter.

The main consequence of market expansion is to bring monetary
considerations into an increasing number of areas that were formerly
categorized as human relationships. In many ways, this is not an omi-
nous development at all. Hiring a professional to mow one’s lawn is
likely to be more efficient, at least in terms of transaction costs, than
attempting to coerce labor from, or negotiate an equitable spot market
involving, one’s children. For-profit nursery schools may provide
higher-quality professional care than could be given by older siblings,
grandparents, or busy parents. Were these activities evaluated strictly
in economic terms, there might well be sufficient reasons to consider
the expansion of monetary relations beneficial or benign. And yet what
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has already been said about the cultural construction of money sug-
gests that something important may be endangered by this expansion.

First, the quality of human relationships changes significantly when
money becomes their underlying principle. Spouses become “wage
earners” or “investments”; children become “subcontractors”; parents
become “deep pockets”; friends become “business contacts.” More sig-
nificant than these labels, however, are the norms that rise to promi-
nence in fiduciary relations. Money’s lack of memory replaces trust
with transience. Bargaining becomes more important than sharing.
People calculate what to do chiefly in terms of costs and payoffs. The
consequences have been documented clearly in experimental psycho-
logical research involving children. Observing that young children
generally perform acts of kindness and helping naturally, spontane-
ously, researchers have tried to discover what happens when efforts
are made to reinforce this behavior with monetary rewards. Children
consistently respond to such rewards by performing good deeds at
higher (but only slightly higher) levels than they did before. But when
the incentives are removed, the behavior also ceases. Money teaches
them that good deeds should not be done spontaneously after all.”

Second, market dependence leads to a significant “deskilling” of the
population. The term has been popularized mainly in studies of the
working class, showing how standardization and mass production
have systematically narrowed the range and depth of artisanal skills
that workers once had. The same process operates among middle-class
and working-class people alike when monetary transactions take over
new realms of human interaction. A working mother in Chicago pro-
vided a vivid example. In a recent conversation with other working
mothers, all highly trained professionals employed in careers such as
law, social work, and higher education, she discovered that everyone
shared some misgivings about the “care givers” they were paying to
raise their children. In one case a child had actually been abused in the
name of punishment. Yet despite their considerable advantages in for-
mal education, none of the mothers was willing to intervene. The rea-
son was that they felt incompetent to do so. They had read little about
child rearing, felt inexperienced as mothers, believed they could not
deal adequately with their children, and doubted that their children
trusted them.

Third, market expansion may contribute significantly to the break-
down of communities in which basic values are shaped, shared, and
supported. Monetary transactions, coupled with mass-media promo-
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tions of marketable goods and services, encourage individuals to make
choices on their own, following personal needs and tastes, but with the
mass market itself as a primary reference group. Going to Disney
World, flying United, taking a Princess cruise, shopping at Sears, and
eating at McDonalds become activities that anyone can do, regardless
of race, color, or creed (or ethnic origin, gender, region, or age). Money
permits the individual to decide on one or another of these options,
whether or not anyone else in his or her community happens to share
the same impulse at the same time or not. Many people, of course, are
likely to make the same decision, but their choices are nearly always
made in private. In contrast, something like an ethnic festival is both
more difficult to subject to purely monetary relationships and more
heavily dependent on shared values and communal interaction.

Fourth, the increased amount of money required by greater partici-
pation in the marketplace is likely to shift individual utility functions
significantly in the direction of income as opposed to free time. Just the
opposite has been suggested by some proponents of the concept of an
emerging “leisure” society. But their argument is belied by the fact that
people are actually working more hours, rather than fewer, spending a
greater share of the higher levels of income they receive on services,
and complaining more about their lack of free time. Despite the fact
that having more money is generally regarded as a source of greater
individual freedom, the reality of the situation is that the need to secure
this money actually gives people less free time to do what they want
and to pursue activities that might not involve the marketplace at all.

Fifth, and not without some basis in reality, subjective attachment to
money is likely to increase as a result of its being seen as a solution to
conflict in human relationships. Most of the people who talked to us
about marital conflicts (their own or their parents’) seemed to believe,
as George Bernard Shaw once said, that “the lack of money is the root
of all evil.”* Consequently, they thought the simplest way to avoid
such conflicts was to have a more abundant supply of money. That
way, they felt there would be no need to argue. Furthermore, depen-
dence on others would be reduced, and each person would be better
able to express his or her own desires. By their own accounts, having
money in abundance had not always deterred their parents from fight-
ing about it. Yet even though they worried that money was a corrupt-
ing factor in their own relationships, they saw money itself as the way
of fixing the problem. In short, they were caught up in a vicious cycle,
money being both cause and solution to their worries.
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Two additional consequences associated with the perception that
money is corrupting larger and larger areas of human life merit some-
what fuller consideration. One is the ambiguous status in which loans
and gifts have been placed by the expansion of monetary relations. The
other is the tension that surrounds public perceptions of charitable or-
ganizations. Both bear special significance to the question of how possi-
ble it may be to encourage greater discussion of personal and public
values in contemporary society.

LoaNs AND GIFTS

It is a mistake to think that traditional societies cultivated tight-knit
communities, including the values supported by these communities,
entirely in the absence of monetary transactions. Through godparen-
tage systems, landlords were often morally (if not legally) obligated to
loan money to serfs when crops failed or when the number of children
multiplied too rapidly. The church was another important source of
emergency assistance, as were low-interest loans and gifts among fam-
ily members themselves. But with the growing monetarization of life in
modern societies, these informal means of assistance have become in-
creasingly problematic. Not that they have by any means disappeared.
But they have been transformed in ways that draw a firmer line be-
tween the monetary realm and human relationships.

Loans to family members and friends have become particularly
problematic because these transactions necessarily invite confusion be-
tween the norms governing money and those pertaining to intimate
relationships. In the marketplace, loans are contractual arrangements
involving a temporary transfer of funds from one party to another
party, in return for periodic payments of interest and a repayment of
principal on a specified date. Among friends and family members,
however, loans are generally based on need, compassion, and a sense
of obligation to help someone with whom a relationship already exists
for other than economic reasons alone. Consequently, interest pay-
ments may be nonexistent or at lower-than-market rates, a repayment
date may not be firmly established, and the entire transaction is likely
to be conducted without legal supervision. As a result, people fre-
quently report having had frustrating experiences in making personal
loans, express fear that loans currently outstanding will never be re-
paid, and point to “hard lessons” that make them reluctant to enter into
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such relationships in the future. Many have refused to make loans to
needy friends and relatives at all, arguing that people should stand on
their own feet and not expect financial help from anyone. Others have
made loans on rare exceptions but have done so through third parties
so as to keep the relationship as anonymous and as much at “arm’s
length” as possible. Rather than personal loans becoming an occasion
for deeper interaction or for reflection about the role of nonmarket val-
ues in the use of money, therefore, they have simply been minimized in
importance.

Paying close attention to the language people use in talking about
loans reveals an underlying assumption that relationships cannot truly
be genuine when money is involved. One woman, explaining why she
preferred to loan money anonymously, said she feared the recipient
would be embarrassed and that the relationship would be altered if she
helped someone in person. Part of her reasoning was that recipients
would feel she was “one up” on them. She did not want someone feel-
ing indebted to her. There was also something deeper, though, that she
could only express by saying “they couldn’t be themselves with me
anymore.”

Why not? Apparently because genuine relationships should be
based on shared values rather than competing interests. Somebody
who loans money has an interest in getting it back. Somebody who
borrows money has an interest in not having to pay it back. This tension
results in strained relationships involving anything from suspicion and
avoidance to deference and condescension.” More comfortable dimen-
sions of interaction, such as intimacy, caring, and interdependence, are
crowded out. Under the circumstances, most people prefer to distance
themselves from the relationship by turning it into something closer to
a market transaction.”” They keep their relationships pure but also re-
strict them to a narrower circle of family and friends.”

Gifts have in many respects become even more problematic than
loans. They fall more squarely on the human side of the equation. Their
monetary value is not supposed to be an important issue. Unlike loans,
they seldom become the subject of legal contracts and are never sup-
posed to be repaid according to some formalized schedule. Their pur-
pose is to solidify relationships among friends and family members.
They express what people value; hence, we say it is “the thought that
counts.” But everybody knows equally well that the thought is not all
that counts. In most settings, gift giving is governed by a powerful
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underlying expectation of reciprocity. To give is to expect something in
return. And in modern society, where nearly all gifts are purchased in
the marketplace, it becomes all the more pertinent to translate this
norm into an expectation of “equal value,” meaning comparable price.
As a result, people worry, just as they do with loans, that gifts are be-
coming too commercialized, that there is actually a conflict between
their monetary nature and the human values they are supposed to rein-
force. Some succumb to the temptation of thinking about gifts in mone-
tary or in utilitarian terms entirely. Others try to find ways to protect
gifts from being regarded in the same terms as ordinary goods and
services. Making gifts by hand is still a preferred way to keep market
considerations at bay. Because of the assumption that individuals’
tastes are entirely idiosyncratic, however, money itself is often given
instead, despite the fact that people often express negative views to-
ward such gifts.** When it is, ritualistic mechanisms may be introduced
to distance it from ordinary currency: for example, giving uncirculated
bills, placing it in sealed envelopes, or giving gift certificates instead.
Increasingly, people also try to emphasize the human dimension in
their giving by seeking out esoteric goods (such as “adult toys”) that
are exchanged only in limited, specialized markets and that demon-
strate special thought, expertise, technical know-how, or cultivated
taste on the part of the giver.

Many of the people we talked to said gift giving was becoming prob-
lematic for them. They found they were spending too much money or
felt their gifts were somehow not “special.” They were having trouble
keeping the human dimension unsullied by the market element—the
sense that all gifts are mass-produced and for this reason alike, the
sense that people pay too much attention to how much they spend
rather than what they buy, and the difficulty of finding something to
give that the recipient has not already purchased as an ordinary con-
sumer good. Some people expressed their concerns by saying they
wanted to “simplify” their gift giving. This seldom meant spending
less time or money on gifts, though. It meant finding a way of remov-
ing them from a market orientation. One woman simplified her gift
giving by making rugs from rags and plastic bags. The idea that these
rugs were also a way of protecting the environment (by recycling)
helped her feel good about them.” Other people gave gourmet coffee,
flowers, books, and other items that involved specialized “taste,” that
helped to “personalize” the gift or tailor it to the particular relationship
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between giver and recipient (going together to a favorite restaurant
was a common example), or that showed the giver knew the “right”
places to find interesting things.*® Some stressed giving “quality” gifts,
as if to distinguish what they gave to people they loved from things
produced for the masses (that thus “fall apart”). Family trips, theater
tickets, movies, concerts, and sports outings seemed to fulfill a similar
function: they could be regarded as sources of “experience” or of
“memories,” rather than mere commodities. A few people actually dis-
tinguished self-consciously between “material” gifts and “symbolic”
gifts. Having seen people give and receive for the monetary benefit of
the gift alone, they said they were trying to be different. They wanted
to give gifts, as one man said, that “have a different meaning, that
somehow reflect who I am, maybe even ones that are a little strange.”

Most people may manage reasonably well to protect their gift giving
from being tainted by the marketplace, but the effort it takes to do this
adds to their sense that economic life is becoming more difficult, more
expensive, and more time-consuming. Even though they deny that the
monetary value of gifts is important, they acknowledge that they have
to pay a lot to find presents that are really “meaningful.” They also talk
about limiting their gift giving to a very small circle of family and
friends. This helps keeps the cost down, of course, but it is rooted even
more in the sense that gift giving has become an ambiguous, even dan-
gerous, enterprise. Someone you already know well will forgive you
for getting the wrong thing. Knowing them well also increases your
chances of getting something they will consider “special.” For a slightly
wider circle of acquaintances, you have to depend more on the market
for your cues and thus may offend them or not help your relationship
with them by giving a gift. Insofar as gift giving may be a nonverbal
means of making up for some of the lack of talking about money that
most people experience, then, even this form of interaction seems to be
limited increasingly to a small circle of intimate acquaintances, rather
than binding people in wider ways to their communities.”’

IMPLICATIONS FOR CHARITIES
The perception that money is constantly expanding into new areas is of

special significance to charities and philanthropic organizations. Like
private gifts and loans, the donations given to these organizations are
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an ambiguous commodity, symbolizing both money itself and human
values such as a concern for the needy or an interest in art. In tradi-
tional settings, the predecessors of contemporary voluntary associa-
tions followed time-honored observances that helped to keep these two
realms apart. For example, Taoist shamans in rural China often earn
considerable wealth performing healing rites in their villages, but their
activities are never “monetarized” by charging an actual fee; instead,
their clients donate a gift to the gods, from which the shamans then
deduct a percentage.®® Many conservative religious bodies in the
United States follow similar practices. In other settings, the anonymous
donation or the physical separation of fund-raising galas from the ac-
tual work of the organization may help to maintain a vital symbolic
distinction. But tax laws, competition, and the sheer magnitude of
many nonprofit organizations now makes it harder for them to remain
unsullied by the taint of money:.

Public attitudes toward nonprofit organizations are for the most part
favorable.” In the United States, billions of dollars are taken in by these
organizations each year. But most Americans also harbor some misgiv-
ings about the purely monetary side of these organizations. People
worry, for example, that too much energy is being devoted to fund-
raising. They question the motives of wealthy donors. They believe
many people make donations just to receive tax deductions. Large
numbers believe corrupt foundation officials are lining their own pock-
ets. Telethons and direct-mail solicitations have become topics of par-
ticular distaste. Most people also exhibit greater respect for those who
give of themselves, donating their time to volunteer for social service
activities, than for those who only give money.”

There are many idiosyncratic reasons for these various misgivings.
Some people actually know firsthand of corruption in charities; others
have had their evening meals interrupted once too often by phone calls
from their alma mater. The underlying problem in all these misgivings,
however, is the sense that money is once again endangering some
dearly cherished aspect of human life. What was once a cup of cold
water is now a $1,000 check. The Good Samaritan has been replaced by
a multi-billion-dollar industry. Impersonality, utilitarianism, and an
emphasis on efficiency are the perceived consequences. Like Sherman
marching to the sea, money destroys everything in its path.

Whether these fears are well- or ill-founded is not the immediate
issue. The problem is that charitable organizations as a source of values
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are left considerably weakened. Consider the small, community-based
voluntary associations that impressed Tocqueville when he visited the
United States early in the nineteenth century. Those associations func-
tioned largely outside the marketplace. Money was not an issue. They
brought people together, gave them a place in which to discuss their
collective values, and, as Tocqueville recognized, empowered people
to bring those values into the public life of the nation. In many ways,
voluntary associations still perform these functions. Local churches
and synagogues, volunteer fire departments, parent-teacher organiza-
tions, clubs, and the like provide a space in which to preserve such
values as kindness, compassion, community service, and civic respon-
sibility. They could also (and sometimes do) provide an important
forum in which to relate these values to the ways people think about
their money. But because of the long-standing belief that money and
values are like oil and water, these organizations are often reluctant to
do so. They skirt the issue, encouraging donors to give anonymously.
When they do speak about money, they frame the issue in narrow eco-
nomic terms, paying heed to the complaints they receive about “always
talking about money.” And they justify their programs, much as a busi-
ness enterprise would, in terms of cost-benefit analyses. It is not sur-
prising, then, that much of the public views these as service organiza-
tions, functioning mainly to perform some unprofitable social function,
rather than recognizing their potential to instruct the public in how
better to think about values.

THE QUESTION OF VALUES

As American culture searches for its soul, is it, then, possible for human
values to be brought back more squarely into the picture, even to in-
form our thinking about money and about our consumer behavior? Or
is it more likely that the two will remain separate realms? From what
we have considered, the prospects for integration do not seem bright.
Not talking about money is a powerful tradition. Like the taboo on sex
that prevailed in Victorian England, it would have to be attacked fron-
tally to be undermined. It in many ways serves us well. So does the new
mentality that regards money chiefly as a subjective item grounded
only in the inner life of the individual. Keeping money out of circula-
tion in our dealings with family members, compartmentalizing our
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thinking about gifts, and engaging in consumer rituals we don’t quite
understand also serve us well. We can make decisions largely the way
advertisers tell us to, reducing our transaction costs, and getting
through life with a minimum of difficulty.

But these mechanisms are rapidly beginning to be undermined by
changes taking place in the economic realm itself. Money has not been
content to sit quietly in the back room while interesting discussions of
other topics were taking place in the parlor. Its roots in the marketplace
have made it increasingly restless. As it tiptoes down the hall, and now
enters the parlor itself, we are having to confront our misgivings about
it. The choices are becoming clear. Either we let it make the decisions
for us, or we learn how to think through our values and relate them
consciously to our economic behavior. Taking the latter route may be
less efficient, because it would require us to examine our spending hab-
its more carefully than we would like. The former is in many ways
easier because it has functioned well to keep the economic system itself
in charge of our lives. And yet the personal strains have been consider-
able. As we have seen, fears and fantasies, uncertainty and doubt, and
much concern about interpersonal conflict are all rooted in our refusal
to face the issue of money head-on. Increasingly, this refusal is likely to
have negative consequences even for the public life of our nation. Cer-
tainly, the environmental crisis that has deepened in recent decades
requires deliberation, rather than continued herdlike grazing in the de-
foliated pastures of consumerism. Corporations themselves are also re-
alizing that marketing oriented toward stable human values may be
more profitable than simply catering to the vagaries of rumor and
whim. For the new white-collar class, whose thinking about money has
largely been disconnected from its thinking about work, it will thus be
especially important to find ways of anchoring its perceptions in deep
moral commitments. For the working class, despite the pressures that
render it more vulnerable to the marketplace itself, the question of val-
ues also surfaces with considerable importance.



Chapter Eight

THE WORKING CLASS: CHANGING CONDITIONS
AND CONVERGING PERSPECTIVES

to rejuvenate itself from the bottom up. In the process, seekers

of high office make ritual pilgrimages back to the nation’s
roots: its working class. Here they expect to find earthy homespun wis-
dom. America’s workers are the proverbial keepers of its moral val-
ues, the bedrock of common decency, the heartland, where the dream
still resonates loudly. They are characteristically thought to be unsul-
lied by the intellectual pretensions of the better educated and uncor-
rupted by the conspicuous glamour-grubbing of the affluent upper
middle class.

I have to this point deliberately said little about class divisions in
Americans’ understandings of their work, their money, and their mate-
rial possessions. As a people we are, in fact, reluctant to speak about
class differences at all. At least most of us prefer to think we are part of
the “middle class.” We find it awkward to talk about the “lower class”
or even the “working class,” preferring to lump ourselves together in
one big, classless society. As Richard Trumka, United Mine Workers
president, suggests: “Ninety-nine point nine percent of the people in
this country think they’re middle class.”' Yet it clearly must be ac-
knowledged that class divisions matter enormously.

We know this instinctively whenever we think about the one-sev-
enth (or so) of the population who live below the poverty line. But even
among Americans privileged enough to be working full time, about a
third work in blue-collar, skilled or semiskilled, or clerical occupations,
have little or no education beyond high school, and earn incomes sub-
stantially below the national mean. They may consider themselves part
of the middle class, but they are able to reap far fewer of the benefits of
middle-class life than those who work in professional and managerial
occupations, who have college or graduate degrees, and who earn in-
comes substantially above the mean.?

GT FOUR-YEAR INTERVALS the American political system tries



THE WORKING cLASS 207

Such differences are likely to have enormous consequences for the
ways in which work and money are understood. Differences in the
nature of work and the level of prosperity are, after all, largely what we
mean by class divisions. If there are signs of erosion in cherished con-
ceptions of the American Dream, then we must, like seekers of high
office, try to discern whether the soil remains solid at lower levels of the
social substrata, or whether it too is beginning to shift.

Much of what we have considered in previous chapters might well
be understood in terms of what social scientists at one time referred to
as “the anomie of affluence.”” Work, made meaningful by its variety,
can certainly be considered the luxury of those who no longer take jobs
from sheer necessity. Working to give a legitimate account of oneself is
an interesting idea, but perhaps one that does not apply to lower-in-
come families. By the same token, scarcely anyone would doubt that
anxieties about feelings toward money, replacing anxieties about
money itself, signal a threshold of material comfort already having
been achieved.

But I want to suggest caution toward accepting such generalizations.
America’s working class has also been undergoing deep changes in
recent decades. Its very identity has become blurred. Characterizations
of its work, drawn from studies of heavy industry and of assembly
lines, no longer apply. Nor do many assumptions about how its values
and aspirations differ from those of the affluent. We need to consider
how the composition of the working class itself has been changing;
then consider how these changes are stirring up questions and uncer-
tainties common to Americans at all levels in the social hierarchy.

THE CHANGING COMPOSITION OF THE WORKING CLASS

In 1946, when sociologist Ely Chinoy set out to examine the American
Dream among Detroit’s working class, the natural site for such a study
was the city’s auto industry.* Only the naive would now look to that
location as a window on blue-collar America. In the intervening half-
century heavy manufacturing has diminished dramatically in impor-
tance, while a vast array of service industries has risen. Wholesale and
retail employment have expanded. And a new layer of technical and
clerical work has been added. Even heavy industry has been trans-
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formed by automation, by a huge influx of immigrant workers, and by
new modes of management and organization.

The most striking change in the American working class since World
War II has clearly been the decline of blue-collar occupations and their
replacement by so-called lower white-collar jobs. Different occupa-
tional classifications yield slightly different assessments of this change,
but even the simplest comparisons reveal how dramatic it has been. In
1950 blue-collar occupations composed approximately two-thirds of all
working-class jobs. Four decades later only about half of the working
class held blue-collar jobs.” The most significant declines in blue-collar
jobs occurred in manufacturing, especially of durable goods, in low-
tech industries, in mining and construction, but also in transportation
and agriculture. In contrast, employment increased in clerical and sales
jobs, in retailing, and in a wide variety of services, particularly finance,
education, health, and government.®

A correlative trend, most evident since 1960, has been the erosion of
organized labor. Prior to that date, union membership had held nearly
constant for several decades as a proportion of employment in work-
ing-class occupations, but since then it has declined in virtually all
sectors.” As a proportion of privately employed workers, union mem-
bership in fact shrunk from a high of 35 percent in 1958 to a mere 13
percent in 1990, one of the lowest proportions in any advanced indus-
trial society.® In manufacturing the decline has come about as a result
of shrinkage in heavily unionized industries, such as steel and auto-
mobiles, and the rise of new industries, such as electronics and comput-
ers, as well as some relocation of plants to new areas. In addition, ser-
vice occupations have generally been less subject to unionization in
recent years than manufacturing. To some extent, corporations acquir-
ing services from independent subcontractors and from temporary or
part-time workers have also undercut the organizing capacity of labor
unions.

The other major trend has been an increase in gainful employment
among women. Although working-class families have always relied on
women’s economic contributions, these have come more often in the
past from domestic activities, such as canning and sewing, whereas now
an increasing share of these contributions comes from gainful employ-
ment outside the home. At present working-class employment is di-
vided almost evenly between men and women, although more women
(especially those with children) than men are employed part time. The
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shift from heavy industry to sales, clerical, and service occupations has
of course resulted in large numbers of women being employed in the
latter.

These trends have all conspired to perpetuate class divisions in
American society. Average wages in service occupations are generally
lower than those in manufacturing and heavy industry. The demise of
labor unions has left increasing numbers of blue-collar workers in
poorer bargaining positions with their employers; in recent years, blue-
collar incomes have thus fallen at a rate approximately twice that of
white-collar incomes.” And job-for-job, women are still paid less than
men. Despite its continuing commitment to equal opportunity and to
upward mobility, therefore, the American economic system has by no
means created a vast, homogeneous middle class strictly in terms of
average incomes or levels of wealth; indeed, during the 1980s, dispari-
ties increased between upper and lower segments of American society
in terms of income and wealth alike.

One route into the working class that remains important is of course
to be born into it. Mike Kominski, 34, a Teamster who earns his living
driving a cement truck, typifies this segment of the blue-collar work-
force. His dad (Mike likens him to Archie Bunker) was the classic sec-
ond-generation Polish father, loyal to his church, a veteran, a volunteer
fireman, and, above all, a union member. Growing up, Mike seldom
associated with anyone who wasn’t blue collar. Today, his primary loy-
alties are still to the working-class community in which he lives. Sev-
eral years working as a garage mechanic and a few plant closings and
layoffs have taught him to value the hourly wage and the seniority he
enjoys after a decade in the union.

But men like this make up a diminishing share of the working class.
Ed Butler, 38, illustrates what has become an all-too-familiar story of
entry into the working class. He was scheduled to participate fully in
the American Dream. His parents gained a foothold in the middle class
by dint of hard work and ingenuity. Dad owned a flourishing restau-
rant and did some farming on the side. Mom was among the growing
number of women in her generation who brought in a second income.
She worked as a nurse. Ed’s aspiration was to become a teacher. But
somehow it never worked out. One reason was that the family was too
large for even two incomes to guarantee opportunities for all the chil-
dren. Ed was second youngest of seven. Another was that Ed’s father
died when Ed was only seventeen. Working part-time jobs and not
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really believing he could realize his dreams, Ed made only average
grades in high school. His teachers tracked him into a vocational-tech-
nical program, rather than encouraging him to prepare for college.
Working as a dishwasher at one of the local restaurants, Ed decided to
shape his vocational training in that direction. Most of his high school
courses were geared toward learning how to cook. After graduation,
he went to culinary school for a year. And now, after several assistant-
chef and assistant-baker jobs, he’s working as head baker—back at the
same place he worked in high school. He wonders when he will get on
his feet financially, and whether he and his wife will ever own a home.

Jack Paretti is another casualty as far as the American Dream is con-
cerned. His grandparents were hard-working immigrants who man-
aged to send all their children to college. Jack’s father earned a B.S.
degree in accounting and got a job at a large pharmaceuticals company.
He brought in enough money to support a family of six (Mrs. Paretti
never worked outside the home). But when Jack was 16 his parents
split up. Jack, furious with both of them, moved into an apartment of
his own. He could have finished high school, could have gone to col-
lege. But he didn’t care to. His father had never been happy. Why
should he devote himself to a career? For a while Jack mowed people’s
lawns; then he worked for a landscaping company. He'd learned some
printing in high school. Spent some time doing that. Quit to go on tour
with a small-time rock band he played guitar in. Came back, working
part time in printing and a few other jobs as well. For the past eight
years (ever since he got married) he’s worked the graveyard shift at the
print shop he first went to when he quit high school.

Joan Larsen is one of the many women who now make up the Amer-
ican working class. She describes herself as a “child bride” who, like
many southern girls from working-class families (her father worked in
a mill), got married out of high school and soon discovered she was
pregnant. Small children kept her occupied till she was 27, but then her
husband divorced her and she was forced into the labor market. Work-
ing first as an office assistant and then for a while selling real estate, she
eventually remarried, had another child, and moved to a different part
of the country. That marriage also fell apart. Now, married for the third
time, she has held a steady job as a secretary in a California law firm for
more than a decade. She enjoys the work, has been able to assume more
responsibilities in recent years, and feels she is well paid. Like many of
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her (“baby boomer”) generation, she also feels the squeeze of economic
and family obligations. Her parents are old enough that they need her
care. Her youngest child, after a personal crisis and losing his job, is
now living at home again. She keeps herself trim, rising at 5:30 every
morning to exercise, and she takes time to participate in a church
group. She also dreams of finishing her education and launching a new
career. But at 51, she knows those possibilities are limited.

Women like Joan Larsen illustrate the upper echelon of the working
class, where jobs are fairly secure and family relationships, if unpredict-
able, nevertheless contribute positively to their financial well-being.
For Murial Johnson, 35, a Chicago woman heading a single-parent
household with four small children, working as hard as she can is nec-
essary just to keep one hand clinging to the bottom rung of the work-
ing-class ladder. Growing up in one of the city’s poorest neighbor-
hoods, she has experienced both overt racial discrimination and the
devastating problems of underfunded inner-city schools, crime, and a
lack of attractive jobs. In a way, she was lucky. After high school, the
Board of Education hired her as a camp counselor because she had
been a leader among her peers. Since then she’s worked as a crossing
guard, sold Avon, Tupperware, and insurance, driven a truck, and
worked at the post office. Right now she has three part-time jobs and is
training to be a police officer. She wants no sympathy and no handouts.
But she also wants nobody else depending on her. Her children are
enough. She fears that having a husband would just add to her finan-
cial troubles. As long as her health holds up, she figures she can fend
for herself.

On the surface, there is little to question about characterizations of
the working class that emphasize its changing composition. That sig-
nificant changes have been taking place is scarcely at issue. Yet the
implications that are drawn after the fact often turn out to be more
problematic. Indeed, two lines of argumentation can be identified in
recent discussions of the working class, neither of which is entirely sat-
isfactory upon more careful reflection. One attributes the declining po-
sition of the working class to short-sighted, if not genuinely malicious,
policies on the part of the capitalist ruling class. In their quest for
quicker and higher gains, American capitalists have allegedly robbed
the U.S. economy of jobs by investing in speculative ventures, rather
than recapitalizing productive operations. The implied solution is thus
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to bring in different policy makers who will be more attentive to work-
ing-class interests, including investments in infrastructure and social
programs. The other perspective stresses that structural changes ad-
versely affecting the American working class are built into the world
economy itself. All advanced industrial societies are observed to be
shifting increasingly toward services (and quasi-professional or tech-
nical occupations), while heavy industry and other unskilled, labor-
intensive enterprises are shifting increasingly to lower-paid labor-
markets in the underdeveloped world. Moreover, this shift appears
more likely to occur in goods-producing industries, especially as trans-
portation costs diminish, leaving a larger share of domestic working-
class jobs in harder-to-export service occupations. The implication of
this analysis is that little can be done for the working class, other than
continue to encourage unionization, to spur free trade in hopes of pro-
moting new jobs, and to provide condolences (or perhaps some social
benefits) to make up for shattered dreams.

The weakness of both arguments lies in an overly simplistic view of
what the American Dream has meant to American workers and of
what changing economic expectations may be doing to this dream.
Both perspectives focus almost entirely on a narrow material interpre-
tation of the American Dream. The challenge posed by changing eco-
nomic conditions is thus defined by diminished chances of upward job
mobility for the working class, poorer chances of gaining a higher or
more equitable family income, and frustration in attaining some of the
more tangible manifestations of the American Dream, particularly
homeownership. To make the American Dream into nothing more
than material aspirations, however, is to demean the moral depth of the
American working class. The American Dream has meant more than
job opportunities and affordable housing. At the same time, difficulties
in attaining these material amenities do more than simply make it
harder to put food on the table; they generate uncertainties about the
relationships between economic behavior and other cherished human
values that have always been part of the American Dream.

We will need to consider how working men and women talk about
their work and money in order to understand these issues better. First,
however, we must confront more directly the question of whether
structural changes in the working class have simply widened the gap
separating this class from more affluent Americans, or whether there
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have also been changes that may be generating cultural convergence in
the ways in which work and money are understood. In the event that
such convergence is evident, it will also help us to understand how the
American Dream may be undergoing a subtle redefinition.

THE PROFESSIONALIZATION OF EVERYONE?

Writing in more prosperous, or at least optimistic, times, social scien-
tists of the 1950s predicted a homogenization of American culture re-
sulting from trends that would render the working class more similar
to the middle class.'” With rising levels of education and greater depen-
dence on advanced technology, the American worker was expected to
become more highly skilled. Expertise and greater job complexity
would in turn make room for more control over the labor process itself,
in part because workers could take their expertise with them if new
employment opportunities proved more interesting than their current
ones. Workers would thus begin to think of themselves as having ca-
reers; in short, they would become professionalized, like lawyers and
doctors.

Sober-minded analysts of the situation, even at the time, realized
there was far more to becoming a professional than simply having ex-
pertise, and they cautioned against the likelihood of plumbers and elec-
tricians forming professional associations such as the American Medi-
cal Association." Yet there were trends afoot that have largely been
forgotten in the recent spate of literature about plant closings, deskill-
ing, and deindustrialization. The American working class has been
subject to changes that have indeed produced downward mobility and
perpetuated income inequality between it and higher strata in the labor
force. But these and other trends must also be examined for culturally
homogenizing effects, rather than the production of a radically sepa-
rate working-class culture.

If the shift from manufacturing to services is again taken as a start-
ing point, it is important to recognize that both the ethos and the orga-
nization of service occupations are likely to share a great deal with
professional and managerial occupations. In both settings an ethic of
service is likely to be emphasized as an ideal, and even as a goal of the
workplace, and working with people is likely to take precedence over
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working with things. Moreover, service work is seldom easy to divide
into highly specialized tasks that can be routinized in assembly-line
fashion but require a high level of employee discretion. In addition,
clerical, sales, and service work more often place employees in direct
contact with professionals and managers, thus exposing them to simi-
lar workplace cultures.

The alleged deskilling of work would perhaps militate against any
tendencies toward professionalization. Yet training requirements and
credentials have, if anything, become more important in blue-collar
and lower white-collar occupations, just as they have in professional
and managerial positions. Nearly a quarter of all full-time working-
class people now have at least some college training, and among
younger members of the working class the vast majority have gradu-
ated from high school. The institutionalization of vocational counsel-
ing, standardized testing, and career guidance programs in high
schools has also created a new way of forging common understand-
ings of work.

Much attention has of course been devoted in recent years to down-
ward mobility from the middle class into the working class, and from
better-paid working-class occupations to poorly paid jobs. Although
the psychological results (characterized in such phrases as “falling
from grace,” “fear of falling,” and “worlds of pain”) are indeed serious,
what has been missed is the fact that downward mobility also implies
some level of exposure to middle-class values and expectations. Eco-
nomic determinists might argue that downward mobility would totally
subvert these values and expectations. But it would seem more realis-
tic, given what we know about other kinds of socialization, that what-
ever understandings of work and money were picked up in middle-
class homes would continue to exercise an effect on this segment of the
working class.

Generational factors have had a deep impact on the working class as
well. For working-class men like Mike Kominski’s father, “America,
right or wrong” was often a fitting slogan. Immigrant parents had
taught them to value the land of opportunity. Distancing themselves
from their ethnic roots, they sometimes tried all the harder to be “truly
American.” The Great Depression may have delayed their economic
ascent, but at least everything after that was an improvement. Except
the war, which gave those who survived it an even deeper faith in the
virtue of their country. Their children, however, experienced some-
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thing rather different. Vietnam shattered their innocence. Unlike their
college-based peers, they may have been less exposed to the ideological
turmoil of the 1960s. Yet the turmoil was so pervasive they could not
escape it entirely. Mike Kominski remembers reading about the war,
talking to his friends in school, and thinking how terribly dated
(“unhip”) his parents had become.

The 1970s widened the generational rupture. Only part of it had to
do with Vietnam, drugs, and the sexual revolution. For many young
people a quieter realization began to set in. They were not going to
fulfill their parents” version of the American Dream. The steady growth
in average family incomes of the previous two decades was beginning
to falter. They were not going to be the first generation in their families
to go to college. Or if they were, they were not going to graduate and
land jobs in the managerial sector. In other cases, they were not going
to match their parents’ educational and occupational achievements.
Their values shifted, perhaps ever so slightly, to make sense of these
changes. They didn’t believe as strongly in the American Dream. At
least not in a dream of upward job mobility and income advancement.
They began talking more about family values and personal freedom. If
they were not as successful economically as their fathers, it was be-
cause they wanted to spend more time with their children. Their par-
ents’ values seemed too narrow, too rigid; in contrast, they felt the need
to be more relaxed, to have time for themselves, and to rediscover some
of the simpler pleasures that money couldn’t buy.

Enumerating the potential sources of common understandings of
work and money also requires mention of the powerful effects of televi-
sion, advertising, and the media of mass consumption. To be sure, pro-
fessionals and managers may shop at different department stores from
working-class men and women, and the two may have different tastes
in art and music. There has, however, been an enormous increase over
the past half-century in the means of communicating common mes-
sages to the American public regardless of class divisions. During the
Watergate hearings in the early 1970s, for example, millions of work-
ing-class families gained an inside look at the daily work habits and
thought patterns of an elite circle of government bureaucrats whose
lives would have been shielded from view in earlier periods. Fictional-
ized portrayals of work, say, on situation comedies or in movies, are
often quite sparse on technical details of jobs themselves but give clear
messages of what may constitute more- or less-interesting work. Tele-
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vision advertising may communicate some of the “corporate culture”
to a wider public that large firms may try to convey to their own em-
ployees; it certainly exposes viewers to common messages about con-
sumer goods.

It would be rash to think that work and money might be understood
in exactly the same ways by working-class men and women as by pro-
fessionals and managers. The possibility of considerable overlap, how-
ever, is at least conceivable. If work is pursued not only for money but
because of legitimating accounts, then working-class cultures may be
just as likely to give hints about values and about moral restraint as
those of higher occupational status. Let us consider the evidence.

WOoRK: ANOTHER LoOK AT ITS DISCONTENTS

Academicians interested in the plight of the American working class
have grudgingly acknowledged that many aspects of life in the
workplace have improved dramatically over the past century. Safety
standards have improved. Some headway has been made toward
cleaning up chemical pollutants to which workers were once routinely
exposed. Child-labor laws have greatly reduced the exploitation of
children. Disability insurance has mitigated the fear of workplace inju-
ries. Automation has taken the sheer physical effort that once was re-
quired out of many manual-labor occupations. And if jobs are still in-
secure and family budgets tight, wages have at least increased enough
to make many material amenities possible for today’s working class
that were much more difficult for an earlier generation to attain:
whereas only one home in two was owner-occupied at the close of
World War II, that figure today is closer to two-thirds; over the same
period, car ownership has risen from 200 per 1,000 people to nearly
600; a radio that took 23 hours of labor to pay for in 1952 took only 5
hours in 1992; and a long-distance telephone call that would have
taken an hour and a half to pay for then required only 4 minutes of
labor time to purchase."”

But the literature on working-class labor is correct in emphasizing
other sources of discontent. Too often, work is still boringly repetitive.
Employees have little opportunity to learn new skills that might lead to
higher-paying jobs. Control over one’s schedule, pace, and daily deci-
sions may be minimal. Power is exercised by supervisors in a way that
diminishes the self-esteem of employees and sometimes subjects them
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to blatant episodes of harassment or discrimination. For all these rea-
sons, job satisfaction is considerably lower among working-class peo-
ple than it is among professionals and managers."”

The extent of such differences should not be overdrawn, however.
Although measures of job satisfaction and of other desirable job charac-
teristics are decidedly lower than average among poorly paid working-
class employees, the more striking fact is how many of these employees
nevertheless express positive views of their work on these measures."
Two out of three, for example, characterize their work as providing a
lot of variety. Three-fourths say it suits their personalities. An equal
proportion say their co-workers care about them. Six out of ten say
their jobs pay very well. And more than half describe their work as
mentally stimulating and say it provides a lot of freedom in making
their own decisions.” These views are, of course, conditioned by the
changing composition of the workforce itself. For example, workers in
service occupations are more likely than those in manual occupations
to say they can control their own schedules and set their own goals."
Yet some views may have less to do with specific working conditions
than with broader cultural understandings. Saying variety is character-
istic of one’s work, for example, varies little from one occupation to
the next.”

Ed Butler, the baker, reveals how such characterizations translate
into language that legitimates work, explaining why it is interesting
and fulfilling. Asked to describe a typical day, he says, “I generally
make the donuts. We cut those out. From that point on, I'll decorate a
few cakes, if necessary, for early morning cakes. And then I'll start
making pies. And we try to get all our pies done for not only the restau-
rant, but for the store, before eleven o’clock, because that’s when our
general business mostly for that type of item is. And then I will gener-
ally get things like finish the rest of my cakes for the day and then look
around and see if there’s things like fillings that have to be made or
things like icings or whipped cream or clean fresh fruit and things like
that, getting that kind of stuff ready. After that, it's a matter of just
cleaning up, going to the next day.” But if all this sounds pretty routine,
that isn’t the way Ed sees it. He concludes his account by asserting
emphatically, “Every day is different for me.”

Jack Paretti speaks a similar language. He schedules printing jobs
every day, making sure they go through the various processes and get
finished on time. If it sounds routine, he denies it. “Typical day? If
you've ever been in this business, you know there’s no typical day.”
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What he means is that each order has its own set of problems. He also
means he can do all the various jobs that may come up. Ordinarily he
supervises six people: three press operators, a typesetter, an artist, and
a clerk. But if any one of them calls in sick, or goes on vacation, Jack just
fills in. For Mike Kominski, variety is also the spice of life. Driving a
cement truck every day could become very boring, but not for him. His
attitude toward work depends on being able to tell stories about the
unusual job, the spectacle. “Sometimes we’ll go do big jobs,” he re-
marks. “I've done a lot of work in Atlantic City for the casinos. I've
done a lot of work down at the Oyster Creek nuclear power plant, and
that’s like a neat kind of thing because it’s very different, and when you
go do a job as big as a nuclear power plant, I mean it’s very impressive
to watch something like that work.”

Besides variety, these men like the fact that their work involves a
sense of caring. They are in part inspired by the service ethic that has
come to pervade so much of the working class. They are also aided by
not working in large or highly bureaucratized settings or having to
deal with too many people in their work, all traits that are significantly
more common among professionals and managers than in working-
class occupations.' Ed Butler says he loves his job as a baker. The rea-
son is the “one-to-one communication” he can have with his customers.
Even though most of his time is spent baking, he says it is the human
contact he cherishes. He compares his position with that of being a
chef. “The chef just stays in the back all the time. Never sees a customer.
I come out. I ask how they liked the dessert. I take an order for an
anniversary cake. That sort of thing. It means a lot.” For Jack Paretti,
the best part of his job is his boss and the six people he works with. He
says “it doesn’t matter to me what the work is, just as long as I get
along with the people.” And he does. They all started about the same
time. “We’ve sorta just grew up together.”"”

Whether it is “the professionalization of everyone” or just a cultural
script, taking pride in one’s work is also a common way of talking
about it. Part of the pride comes from having specialized expertise. For
instance, Joan Larsen says she enjoys the “detail work” because it gives
her “a sense of self-worth” knowing that the lawyers she works for can
depend on her to get the routine information they need. But it is more
typical, just as we saw in chapter 5, for working-class people to tell
stories, not about routine mastery, but about unusual episodes in
which things fell into place to give them a special sense of accomplish-
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ment. Ed Butler recalls that “It was a wedding cake [that] was really
different. I never did it before. It was a real challenge. A real challenge.
The decoration part was really different. I never did it before and I just
had a picture to work from. I took it out and set it up. It took me about
an hour to set it up. The lady came back today, the mother of the bride,
and she just couldn’t thank me enough about how happy she was
about the cake, not only the flavor of the cake, the taste of the cake, the
decoration was exactly what they wanted. The colors that were on the
cake that were exactly what they wanted. And as much as I hated to do
that cake, as much as I didn’t like doing the cake, and as much as it gave
me a headache, because I thought it was a very difficult cake to do, it
basically erased all the problems that I had with it, when [ heard that.”*

Ed Butler actually describes his job as a “profession” and prides him-
self on being “professional” in the way he behaves.”» Murial Johnson
does not. But the same ethic pervades her discussion. Of her three jobs,
working as a security guard at the city convention center (her evening
job) takes up most of her time. The reason she is especially committed
to it, she says, is that she has been able to do well at it. She says she has
earned the “respect and liking” of other employees to the point that she
is often called on to serve in a supervisory capacity. She takes pride in
having organizational skills. When a big event takes place, or when
there is a special crisis (she tells about a time when she was very short
staffed), she can be counted on to make things work.

Professionals and managers, wielding the reins of power as they do,
would seem more likely to find meaning in their work by drawing
connections between it and the wider world (making the world a better
place). But a large majority of working-class people also feel they are
contributing to the betterment of the world.” In fact, they are more likely
to say this in personal interviews than in anonymous surveys. Cyni-
cism, it appears, is not pervasive because their expectations are not so
inflated in the first place. Thinking it is enough just to make a small
difference, they are happy to be doing what they can.

Ed Butler again provides a revealing illustration. Making donuts
and pies and cakes all day, he might be the first to feel his job contrib-
utes little to the betterment of humanity. Indeed, he admits people
could get along without his desserts. But that thought occurs to him
only when pressed. Uppermost in his mind is the view that he contrib-
utes simply by having a good attitude and by working hard. Others,
he feels, will see his example and be inspired to do better themselves.
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He also believes deeply that his work is helping to bring families closer
together. When someone comes in for a cake that will serve twenty-five
or thirty people, he says, it gives him a good feeling just thinking “a
family is coming back together.” It’s a small thing. But it connects his
work to an ideal he cherishes deeply.

These descriptions, then, bear a striking resemblance to the accounts
professionals and managers give of their work. The similarities are also
clearly evident in discussions of what people do not like about their
work. The reason levels of job satisfaction are lower among working-
class people than among professionals and managers is seldom frustra-
tion about one’s career, long-term goals, ability to realize broader val-
ues, or position in the social hierarchy. For people in both categories,
the source of dissatisfaction is usually associated with specific people,
quirky personalities, bad tempers, muggy weather, and the like. This is
not to say that satisfaction is immune to bad working conditions. Statis-
tical analysis, in fact, reveals that satisfaction is lower when work is
perceived as being boring or emotionally draining or involving too
much pressure, and that it is higher when perceived to pay well, suit
one’s personality, and be mentally stimulating.” Many of these charac-
teristics are of course “structural” in the sense of being built into the job
itself or the work environment. But accounts alter these conditions,
linking people to them in ways that seem less determinant.

Working, as they typically do, in bureaucratic organizations, profes-
sionals and managers tend to blame unpleasant working conditions on
bureaucracy itself, red tape, cumbersome procedures, and especially
on the personal traits of middle-level supervisors themselves. They tell
stories of their bosses behaving irrationally, staying out too late, bring-
ing personal problems to the job, and having bad days. Working-class
employees do some of this as well. But they are less likely too, partly
because of the simple fact that fewer of them work in such settings.
Indeed, bureaucracy also provides some of them with a powerful sym-
bol, but as a way of saying what they like about their job. They like it
because it is free of bureaucracy. Joan Larsen, for example, says she’s
very glad to be working in a small law office rather than a large firm;
she has more control over her own schedule and is able to do a variety
of tasks because there is no one else to do them.*

What serves the same function as managers’ gripes about quirky su-
pervisors are stories about hard-to-please customers, snafus with mate-
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rials and supplies, and contingencies that simply could not be foreseen.
A story told by Jack Paretti will illustrate. “There’s a customer whose
daughter was killed. She lived out in California. These people are eld-
erly people and they were sending out a memorial mailing to 500 peo-
ple. They brought all this stuff in. We typeset it, set it up like they
wanted. They proofed it. They approved everything. We printed it.
They hated it. They complained that it wasn’t what they were told it
was going to be, even though we had signed proofs and color charts
and everything. So we did it again, and they hated it. This went back
and forth like three and four times. They were just completely unrea-
sonable. I mean I thought this was ridiculous. I mean they were send-
ing out this like ten-page letter about their daughter’s history. There
had been a problem between them and their daughter, and they were
trying to rectify it after she had died. It could be very annoying. This
went on for like two weeks. They would call every day. I used to dread
their call, because they weren’t happy with anything.”

One implication of such stories is that there is nothing intrinsic to the
job itself that can (or should) be fixed; the problems are random occur-
rences. Another implication is that some of the pressure and frustration
comes from within. Working-class people generally do not have the
rich repertoires to describe these internal demons that professionals
and managers do. But there are simple slogans that make the same
point. For example, Ed Butler says, “I just like to do a good job; I hate
to see sloppy work.” Similarly, Jack Paretti explains, “Put out a good
job. It just makes you feel good.” In short, some of the discontent they
experience with their work is self-induced.”

It could be, of course, that accounts such as these matter less to the
average worker than the sheer economics of the job. Driven more by
economic necessity, working-class men and women might well be more
inclined to admit they work for money, whereas professionals and
managers would have the luxury to claim other motives linked to alleg-
edly “higher” values. There is in fact evidence to support this claim.*
Yet it is nevertheless revealing that only one working-class person in
three lists “money” as the primary reason for choosing his or her cur-
rent line of work. Many of them provide weak reasons having to do
mainly with circumstances, all the while still finding ways of empha-
sizing choice. Many others express personal goals, such as wanting to
make use of their talents, desiring to grow as a person, being chal-
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lenged by the job, or seeing it as a means of attaining personal success
or freedom.

On the whole, the reasons working-class people give for getting into
their work actually resemble those of professionals and managers quite
closely, especially because the reasons are weak, offering a haphazard
chronology of circumstances, events, and half-choices. The main differ-
ence is there are fewer options. Consequently, the element of choice is
much less evident in blue-collar workers” accounts of their work than
it is among professionals and managers. They emphasize being in the
right place at the right time, knowing somebody who helped them get
a job, and simply being out of work and needing something. But cir-
cumstances also played a prominent role in the accounts of profession-
als and managers. The difference is that those accounts emphasized
circumstances in order to keep from seeming vain about their accom-
plishments. Working-class accounts are much more matter-of-fact.
There is no implicit message about having the right talents or being
especially clever.

It is wrong, however, to think that working-class accounts are filled
with despair or even a sense of inevitability. They resemble white-col-
lar accounts in showing how individuals challenged the system (often
winning). One man talked about refusing to fill in all the information
required on personnel forms. Another beats the system by taking any
job available, just to get his foot in the door, and then transfering as
quickly as possible to a better position. Several admitted they had de-
fied immigration laws or minimum age restrictions. Many emphasized
going against their parents’ wishes. And many asserted they had cou-
rageously taken jobs for which they were not qualified. Accounts that
otherwise sound quite ordinary are thus occasions for affirming the
meaning of work, reasons for being committed to it, and even the fact
that choice was by no means absent. Listen to what Jack Paretti says.

Q: Tell me how and why you became involved in this kind of work.

A: When I was still in school, there was a pretty good graphics program
which I got into. I enjoyed it, and I had known my boss since I was little
because she had been kind of like a family friend.

This is the woman who owns the shop?

Uh huh.

What's her name?

Mildred. She had a part-time opening in the summer.

>0 =0
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: She was a friend of the family, right?

> Q0

: Yeah. My dad had known her through business and what not, because he
also had his own accounting business. I got hired there one summer, and
I've been there ever since.

: You started working before you were out of high school for her?

: Yes, one summer.

: What did you start doing?

: Just basic bindery work. Something simple like folding brochures or fold-

>0 >0

your-own jobs, real simple stuff. That was about it. I did it in school, and
I enjoyed it, and I still do.

Reading this account closely suggests that the assertion at the end
about enjoying the job comes as a non sequitur. Yet the rest of the ac-
count actually sets the stage for this assertion. The circumstances in-
volved in getting the job show a strong element of uncertainty, almost
randomness, involving times and places and people. Implicitly, the
search could have continued, resulting in other outcomes. The fact that
Jack Paretti has stayed with this work is thus testimony to his own
choice, and to the fact that he likes the work well enough to stay.”

Such accounts generally take the role of money for granted. In anon-
ymous surveys, working-class people are of course more likely than
professionals and managers to say they took their present job because
of the money. But in personal interviews they seldom emphasize
money as a primary motive. When it is mentioned at all, it is wedged
into the conversation as a kind of afterthought, sometimes with a note
of pride that comes with feeling one’s job pays well. But just as often,
money is dismissed as an important consideration, almost apologeti-
cally. Implicitly, the message is “I could be earning a lot more than I am
now, but I didn’t think that far ahead,” or “I wanted to get married at
the time,” or “a baby came along,” or “I just didn’t want that kind of
pressure.”

For most working-class people, then, work is understood by framing
it in personal accounts that have less to do with money, or even the
nature of the job, than with the person’s values and interests. But, just
as with professionals and managers, these accounts follow well-
thumbed scripts that lead to shallower, rather than deeper, under-
standings of the place of work in one’s life. Even when people open up
and talk at great length about their work, their values, their philosophy
of life, and their sources of personal identity and gratification, they
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have trouble situating work among the rest of their commitments on
the basis of these scripts.

One of the scripts that repeatedly surfaced reflects the vocational
guidance many younger- to middle-aged working-class people re-
ceived in high school. This was the last time they had received any
explicit advice about how to think about work, so it stuck in their mem-
ories, perhaps even more so than for white-collar workers who had
received additional messages in college and from their professions or
employers. For example, Jack Paretti also says he likes his work be-
cause it fits his personality. He can be himself, he doesn’t have to be
somebody else. This is a revealing comment that comes up frequently
in working-class accounts. It is the kind of account that probably comes
from high school, the idea from vocational counseling that a job should
fit one’s personality. It by no means describes work as a calling that
gives higher responsibilities; it simply makes one content. It also does
not raise questions about one’s values. Happiness in the job is a subjec-
tive feeling that confirms one is doing the right thing. Personality
means some innate and hard to understand disposition, like how pa-
tient or irritated one gets, how much pressure one can withstand,
whether one has a need to achieve, and the like. For the working class,
there often is not as much of a sense of having shopped around, or
feeling that any number of jobs could suit one’s personality, or thinking
that one should grow through a job, or use one’s talents. It's more that
this is the job I happened to find, that the job I ended up with is okay
because among other things I'm reasonably happy and that means it
must suit my personality.

Another script articulated frequently in working-class discussions of
work draws heavily on family metaphors. Like Jack Paretti’s earlier
comments, it emphasizes family connections, or in other cases focuses
on parental expectations (if only to defy them), the desire to get mar-
ried, or the need to earn a better income to support one’s family. But
both of these scripts function best to tell people why they should be
(and generally are) content with their present work. They do not offer
strong reasons about why one is doing a particular kind of work, what
the value of that work is, how much of one’s time and energy should be
devoted to it, or on what basis one might decide that enough is enough.

The family script is particularly problematic because it has tradition-
ally been central in the American Dream and of course has undergone
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significant changes in recent years (which we shall consider in the next
chapter). American working men and women have always tempered
their commitment to the workplace (or tried to) by viewing work as a
means to achieving some goal for their family. Or repeating bravely the
adage that “nothing matters more than family.” The one often balanced
the other. Yet that balance now seems out of kilter as working-class
men and women talk about the two. Seldom (and less so for men than
for women) is work described as service to one’s family. Children’s
futures, for example, are rarely mentioned as a reason for working
hard. Instead, family obligations rear ugly heads, connoting sources of
inevitable conflict with work that have no way of being happily re-
solved. A man says he could get into something more interesting that
also paid better, but his family has grown used to a certain lifestyle and
he wouldn't feel right depriving them of that to make the switch. A
parent says I feel bad having to work when my son is having a soccer
game. Yet the feeling is too weak to dictate actually taking the time off.
We have of course come to the point of taking these conflicts for
granted. We cannot work less because we would lose our jobs. We can-
not excuse ourselves from feeling bad about not attending the soccer
game because doing so would be admitting to callousness as a parent.
We cannot consider a different career because our family is living from
month to month and couldn’t make the transition. These conditions
rise up as inevitable features of contemporary life. Yet they are not so
familiar that we take them entirely for granted. We recall a time when
things were different (or think they were), so we refuse at some level to
believe they are inevitable. Nor are we able to rearrange our priorities,
or our thinking about means and ends, to put things back to rights.
What all this demonstrates, then, is that working-class men and
women also work, not just to earn money, but to give a legitimate ac-
count of themselves. Their understandings of work are anchored in
stories that imply conceptions of the desirable, personal goals, and cul-
turally accepted values. They do not think of themselves as being driven
by necessity, but as having choices to make, and having made choices
already about how to spend their time and energy. Their work is
grounded in a moral context. It is, at least in principle, subject to moral
restraint. Ideas drawn from school, vocational counseling, training
sessions, and the workplace itself render working a legitimate, person-
ally meaningful enterprise. But these ideas, like those evident among
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professionals and managers, often fail to place work in an even larger
context. As work has become better institutionalized culturally, its rela-
tionships with other parts of life are thus more difficult to grasp. This
is true even of its relationship with money.

THE SociAL GROUNDING OF MONEY

If money is nothing more than the wherewithal to pay for things, those
who have less of it should be quite different from those who have more.
But if money indeed has meaning—if it is embedded in cultural frame-
works—then it is far less clear how understandings of it may vary with
levels of affluence. To be sure, the working class is no less likely to
make a virtue of its having less than professionals and managers are of
their having more. Yet the story is complicated by the fact that there are
also common cultural traditions on which to draw.

The taboo against discussing money is clearly one such tradition. At
the top, circumspection may be dictated by considerations of modesty.
At the bottom, it is more deeply rooted in the fierce, independent pride
that has always characterized American workers. But, in either case,
the norms are powerful.”® Ed Butler says money was “very seldom ever
discussed” when he was growing up. He follows the same pattern.
“My salary, I wouldn’t discuss that. That’s personal, I feel. My contri-
bution to churches. I think that’s personal. My debts.” Jack Paretti had
the same experience. “I really wasn’t taught anything about money at
all,” he admits. To discuss money, he feels, is to give up some of one’s
privacy. He doesn’t discuss any of his financial dealings with anyone
other than his wife, certainly not family, or people at work. Why not?
“I just don’t think it’s really any of their business. I don’t see where it
would matter to them or to anybody else really what I make or what I
do with my money.” A feisty sense of independence also characterizes
Mike Kominski’s reasons for keeping money matters to himself. “My
money is my business,” he asserts. “If I ever had difficulty and needed
assistance from somebody, then I would [discuss it]. But as far as gen-
eral chitchat, as far as, you know, ‘Oh, I've got $100,000 in the bank,” or
something like that, never. I would never, ever do that.”

These views are widely shared by working-class women as wel
Though they may have a trusted friend with whom they can share
intimate details of their lives, they think it inappropriate to disclose

1.29
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economic facts. “I don’t think I was ever taught anything about
money,” Joan Larsen recalls. Part of the reason, as she looks back, is
that her father didn’t even discuss money very openly with her mother.
There was a distinct gender division; money was not for women and
children (especially girls) to be worried about. Joan hopes she is setting
a different example for her own children. Yet she finds it difficult. Now
that her children are grown, they sometimes ask her if she is doing
okay or not. “But to get down to details about my finances or how
much I make or whatever else,” she says, “I don’t like to do that.”

Murial Johnson reveals yet another reason why working-class
women may be reluctant to discuss personal finances. Keeping this in-
formation to herself is, in her view, the best way to avoid arguments.
Contemplating marriage, for example, she says, “I can’t see committing
my life to having to fight over the right to make a decision whether or
not to spend my money. No, I can’t handle that. I can’t be controlled
that way.” Like Joan Larsen, she says she wasn’t taught anything about
money as a child, and she hopes to give her own children better train-
ing. Yet it is hard for her to discuss money even with her own family.
“Everybody’s in competition,” she admits, “especially the women
against the men.” So she’s worried that giving away information will
result in yielding some of her independence.

There is also at least one indication that the taboo against discussing
money is even more prominent in working-class families than it is in
more affluent families. Working-class parents, it appears, are more
likely to withhold financial information from their children in order to
protect them from worrying, and in other cases to shield themselves
from embarrassment or criticism that might come their way from chil-
dren spreading news about family finances among friends and neigh-
bors. As a result, people who say their parents were “hard up” finan-
cially are much less likely to say they had a clear idea of how their
parents made financial decisions than people whose parents were
“well off.”** Working-class parents are also more likely than profes-
sionals and managers to say parents should not discuss finances in the
presence of their children.

Working-class men and women, just as professionals and managers,
are thus left to their own devices in trying to figure out what to think
about money.” Being closer to the margin financially, they understand-
ably worry more—about paying their bills, to be sure, but also about
whether or not they are making the right decisions, and feeling guilty
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about their purchases.”” Having enough in the bank to pay the rent at
the end of the month, or being able to buy a new tire if one goes out,
these are what matter most. In Jack Paretti’s case, for example, it has
been the sudden, unexpected bills that have caused the most grief. His
job doesn’t provide medical insurance, so when one of the children gets
sick it really hurts. “Yeh,” he says, “I worry a lot.” Yet, with few excep-
tions, these worries are shouldered alone. “Most of the time when my
financial situation is bad, I just concentrate on the best way for me to
get out of it,” says Murial Johnson. Telling her family would be the last
thing she’d do. “I rarely tell people about any of my [money] prob-
lems,” says another person. “Because they’re my problems. And I
found out through life, most people have their own problems. You
know, why do they need to know mine?”

Money is thus like work in the sense of being driven by demons
within. Despite all the so-called objective conditions that economists
and social theorists write about, working-class Americans overwhelm-
ingly feel themselves to be responsible for their own economic affairs.
Just as professionals and managers, they recognize limits to their abil-
ity to control their earnings or their family’s spending habits. But one
thing they can control is their attitudes toward money.* Personal fi-
nances have meaning, not just as the wherewithal to buy goods, but as
signals about how to think about one’s well-being and sense of worth.*
Money is thus doubly problematic: for its cultural as well as its eco-
nomic significance.”

Working-class Americans also find it difficult to know how to think
about money because it is increasingly severed from work. Most of the
ones we talked to had been taught to work as children. Having a little
money to spend had always depended on work. Ed Butler, for exam-
ple, said he always had little odd jobs to do around his dad’s restaurant
and chores to do on the farm. “You always put your chit in.” Yet people
who had held jobs as children still complained frequently of not devel-
oping a solid understanding of the worth of money or how to use it
wisely. Ed Butler knew his mother saved every penny. His dad didn't.
Ed figured it was just a difference in personalities. As for himself,
money generally went through his fingers like water. Only later did he
begin to realize he’d have to start thinking more carefully about it.
Moreover, the connection between work and money is often rooted
more firmly in childhood teachings than in the reality of adult life.
Eight out of ten in fact deny that those who work hardest in their line
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of work generally get paid the best. Conversely, only one in eight says
there is a close relationship in their own jobs between working harder
and getting more money.*

It’s not just that disconnecting money from work makes it harder for
working-class people to know how to obtain money. Rather, it is that
two essential components of the American Dream have now become
more difficult to reconcile with each other. On the one hand, the dream
of working hard and becoming financially successful is still widely
cherished. Even more than among professionals and managers, work-
ing-class men and women are likely to admire those who work hard
and make a lot of rnoney.37 Yet, on the other hand, the chance that hard
work will actually yield higher incomes appears to be so low that the
effort may not appear worth it. Indeed, only a third of the working
class say they would be willing to work longer hours in hopes of mak-
ing more money, and even fewer express willingness to take a less in-
teresting job, subject themselves to more pressure, or move to a new
location.™

Little wonder, then, that making money seems like winning at rou-
lette—an intriguing fantasy, but largely beyond the realm of realistic
possibilities. Jack Paretti, for example, says his wife pressures him to
try to make more money, but he doesn’t feel he can. He knows he
would need more education to get into something better. And he says
he can’t do that because he has a family to feed and it would mean
starting over and taking a long time just to get back where he is now.
So hard work anchors money in one sense: realistically, he knows that
he works for his money, and that if he didn’t work he wouldn’t have
money. But hard work is also not seen as the way to make more money,
because of structural constraints, such as needing education but also
having a family to feed.

Consumerism is the other cultural influence to which upper-, mid-
dle-, and lower-income people alike have become increasingly exposed
in the past half-century.* Working-class men and women do bring
some distinctive perspectives to bear on consumer goods. For profes-
sionals and managers, consumer purchases are often framed entirely in
terms of use-value, quality, price, and personal gratification. For work-
ing-class people, a stronger connection between work and purchases—
between production and consumption—is still evident in some cases.
Ed Butler made this connection in talking about a new addition to his
house. “I felt good about doing it because I felt like I worked for it; we
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put our minds on to it and we did it the way we wanted to do it; I got
a lot of self-satisfaction in doing it because I also helped work on it.”

Economic necessity also provides working-class men and women
with a language to justify their purchases. For instance, Jack Paretti
recently purchased a new car. He says they had to because they had “a
broken out piece-of-garbage station wagon that just died.” He and his
wife thought about getting along with one car, what the monthly pay-
ments would be, and how much their insurance would go up. But in
the end they felt good about their decision: “It was a necessity. We
basically thought we had to do it.”

What constitutes an appropriate use of money is, however, defined
more by rituals and symbols than by anything else. Working-class peo-
ple talk about buying a cheaper brand of cereal as evidence that they
are not extravagant, or say they splurge sometimes (perhaps buying
“adult toys”).* Often the sacrifices are less than purely ritualistic, of
course, arising more from necessity, like they do for Jack Paretti, who
says his family goes hiking and camping because they can’t afford any
other kind of recreational activity.* The purchases, or splurges,
though, are probably more ritualistic, like having special toys, such as
cars or musical instruments. In the absence of strict family budgets
(fewer than one in eight has one), these rituals provide a general sense
of order for the working-class consumer.” Moreover, their content is
deeply influenced by frames of reference supplied through advertising
and sales appeals. Being frugal, for example, may be defined as pur-
chasing a wide-screen stereophonic color television but forgoing four-
channel simultaneous display; yet spending $400 on the cheaper model
can be conceived of as economizing only because a salesperson has
been pushing the more expensive model.*

Unlike professionals and managers, working-class men and women
are also likely to view the law as a symbolic way of setting outer limits
around their economic activities. They worry about making purchases
that might be “hot” or that might get them in trouble with the bank.
“Don’t spend above your head” was the way Ed Butler expressed it. He
said this was a saying he’d heard many times growing up from his dad.
It came in the same breath as “stay out of trouble with the law.” Living
in poor neighborhoods where street crime is often all too visible, work-
ing-class people also use legality as a way of setting themselves off
from this undesirable element in their communities.* As one man who
barely earns a minimum wage observed, “I want more money, a lot
more, but I worry, that’s greedy, I don’t want to get into wanting dirty
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money.” Even those who lived in middle-class neighborhoods some-
times raised this specter, as one man did in describing the kids next
door, who he said were both rude and materialistic. “We don’t let them
over here any more because they’re headed for a life of crime.”

But the most important symbolic distinction is the one drawn be-
tween material goods and human relationships. Having less discre-
tionary income, they find it especially reassuring to think that money
cannot buy true love or happiness. Indeed, they believe wealth is asso-
ciated with unhappiness more than with happiness, and they argue
that they could have attained more money only by sacrificing cher-
ished relationships with their families.* Having never discussed
money very openly with their families, they can point readily to those
few times when money was discussed as proof that it does damage
close relationships.

Ed Butler’s most vivid memory concerning financial issues was
when his sister went away to college. It caused a lot of friction between
his parents and between her and her siblings. Nobody could agree on
what the proper amount was to spend on a college education. It made
his sister feel so bad she never came home again. Jack Paretti remem-
bers his mother and father fighting every time they went over the bills
together. Like professionals and managers, working-class people are
also reluctant to mix money and family relationships if they can avoid
it. Loans to family members may be more common because of financial
necessity, but they are still regarded with skepticism. Paretti, for exam-
ple, borrowed money from his grandmother once, and he will never do
it again, it seems, because money means independence to him, wanting
to be free, whereas the loan tied him down, gave her control over him,
at least to lecture him about being responsible. He felt demeaned.
“That’s the year I was cutting grass,” he recalls, “so I was working. I
was working that summer. I just didn’t have the full amount [I needed]
so I asked her. She’s not rich by any means, but I knew she had some
money put away. She was like one step short of pulling out a loan
agreement, and I got this massive lecture about financial responsibility.
It was just like you shouldn’t borrow money. You shouldn’t buy any-
thing unless you have the money in hand. Like this whole negative
angle. Then she gave me the money anyway. I was just like, man, it’s
not worth going through that for $400, whatever it was!”*

What has sometimes entered political debate as an emphasis on
“family values” can also be understood in this context. Working-class
men and women talk vehemently about the value of family ties because
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doing so provides an account of why they have not pursued more lu-
crative careers. It is thus understandable that political discussions of
family values should hold appeal for working-class families, especially
during economic downturns. Joan Larsen, for example, remarks, “I
agree with the Republicans. They're trying to get back to the family,
and I agree with that, because society now is just saying ‘everything’s
okay.” I mean, even the Nike commercials are saying ‘just do it.” Any-
thing goes now, and I don’t agree with that. There should be a lot of
rules and boundaries. Anybody can live with anybody, you can marry
anybody. It doesn’t matter at this point. And I don’t want my kids
growing up to believe that. That's garbage. You're a girl, and you
marry a guy, and you have children, and you keep it that way. I don’t
want to see all this other stuff going on now. And that’s on TV and
everything they’re picking up these ideas that it’s all okay. I don’t agree
with that.”

Working-class people depict family values as being wholesome and
in keeping with the natural order of things, rather than artificial, but
also as a legitimate reason for not working longer hours, not trying to
earn more money, or not spending money in more extravagant ways.
One man who has had to rely on financial aid from his church for help
during a slack season, for example, says, “Sure, I could get another job
and maybe earn $200 more a week. But then I'd never get to spend time
with my family. What would be the point?” Another man explains that
camping is not only cheap, but better: “It's a family thing. We don’t
need things to entertain us. Those things just cost money.”

The symbolic boundary between material goods and human rela-
tionships also has a sharp vertical dimension for working-class people
that is generally absent among professionals and managers. Money
doesn’t just turn people’s heads away from their friends and family.
It makes them feel superior. And those who don’t have as much, in
consequence, are made to feel inferior, even though another side of
them says they are just as good as anyone else. For the working class,
then, materialism is a social problem because it connotes corruption
among the wealthy. What they dislike about the rich is their apparent
eagerness to put things ahead of people. The illustrations they think of
when talking about materialism usually imply some sense of being
looked down on by the rich. Ed Butler says, “I know people who think
the more money they have, the more powerful they are.” Jack Paretti
observes, “It just seems the upper echelon of the earners, the Donald
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Trumps, are idolized.” But, he argues, “I don’t see the point; they're
just people.” Another man asserts, “I'll never take the back seat to
someone who has a million dollars, or a hundred million. They’re
no better than me.”*” By the same token, the wealthy can be excused for
their position in society if they overcome the tendency of things to
stand in the way of people. Thus, wealthy people who have been
known personally are generally thought to be okay because they were
just regular guys who didn’t try to show off and who treated working-
class people with respect. Asked to describe some rich person he knew
personally, for example, Ed Butler’s first remark was “He always
treated me well.” Another man said he had known several millionaires,
and he was happy to say “they were always very respectful to me, very
nice to me.”

In most ways, though, the similarities between working-class and
professional or managerial understandings of work and money out-
weigh the differences. Despite more severe economic concerns, work-
ing-class men and women generally formulate accounts of their work
that legitimate it in terms other than money. They consider it enor-
mously meaningful, and for the most part satisfying, because they can
tell stories about its variety, the challenges it provides, and how it suits
their personalities. They keep their financial worries to themselves, tak-
ing responsibility for their feelings about money, and they frame their
consumer purchases less in strict economic calculations than with sym-
bols and rituals that supply implicit understandings of how much is
enough. In all these ways the economic sphere of their lives is clearly
subject to cultural processes. It is a legitimate sphere of activity, not
simply because of economic necessity, but because it has meaning and
order.

Yet the order that draws working-class people deeply into their
work and their quest for material goods is limited, just as it is for pro-
fessionals and managers. Whereas the American Dream once legiti-
mated work as a means to achieving long-term ends, such as a better
life for one’s children, work is now framed more nearly within the
workplace itself. It is engrossing as long as tales can be told about its
variety or about some minor victory or an instance of camaraderie.
How it connects to the rest of life is less clear. Consumer goods are
neither a means to an end, nor an end in themselves, but a necessary
evil, one that borders on obsession at the same time it requires constant
vigilance (with attendant guilt). The pursuit of these goods is bounded
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by a clear sense that human relationships and happiness, symbolized
especially by family, are of greater fundamental worth. Yet the two
realms stand in contradistinction, posing as antagonists, rather than
being conceptually linked.

There is thus much cause for concern about the American Dream in
the working class, just as there is in the more affluent sectors of Ameri-
can society. Income divisions between the have-it-alls and the don’t-
quite-have-its continue. But a service ethic, professionalism, common
schooling experiences, and uniform exposure to mass culture have con-
tributed to a standardization of assumptions about work and money.
For most working-class families the American Dream means some-
thing more than newspaper depictions characterizing it simply as the
quest for more material goods. But these depictions are themselves
possible because the other moral meanings once implicit in the Ameri-
can Dream have become fragmented.

Tae NEw IMMIGRANTS

The American working class is of course being transformed in yet an-
other way that we have thus far not considered directly: by a new wave
of immigration that is virtually unprecedented, even for a country
founded by immigrants. In the 1980s alone, some 8.7 million people
streamed to the United States, matching the record number who came
just after the turn of the century. With native-born birthrates down,
immigration has been producing a steadily higher share of overall pop-
ulation growth, rising from only 11 percent of total growth in the 1960s
to 39 percent in the 1980s. The recent wave also differs from its prede-
cessors in origin. Nearly half come from Mexico, the Caribbean, and
Latin America. More than a third come from Asia. Only 12 percent are
European.*

The new immigrants are by no means contributing only to the
reshaping of the working class. About as many male immigrants are
college educated, for example, as among native-born Americans. Yet a
significantly higher proportion (about a third) are high school drop-
outs than in the general population. Those with college degrees are
often forced into underemployment situations because of language
barriers. And, besides documented immigration, as many as 200,000
illegal immigrants arrive each year seeking employment, largely in un-
skilled positions.
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Immigration and the American Dream have always been closely as-
sociated in the popular mind. People came to America seeking a better,
freer, more affluent life. That was the dream. And if native-born Amer-
icans have lost clarity about this vision, there still may be hope of it
being revitalized by new immigrants themselves. “It is still those ‘hud-
dled masses yearning to breathe free” who will keep the American
dream burning bright for most of us,” declare one team of journalists.”
And most nonimmigrants at least seem to agree. Despite fears that im-
migrants may be taking scarce jobs, surveys show that immigrants are
generally regarded as hard working, and a majority of the public feels
“the American dream of middle-class prosperity” is still a realistic goal
for new immigrants.”

But talking with immigrants themselves yields a more ambiguous
picture. They know what the American Dream is: it means simply the
hope for a more prosperous life. It means work, making money to sup-
port your family. Many say they have made great sacrifices to come to
America because they want a better life for their children. They would
do it again, if they had to decide. Yet they also sense that things are no
longer what they used to be. Juan Ysidro, 46, has been a sheet-metal
worker since coming to the United States from Ecuador in 1970. He’s
raised his family here. He says the American Dream “hasn’t hap-
pened.” He doesn’t mean just for himself, but for the whole society. He
wants to go back. “Twenty years ago,” he says, “the U.S. was a good,
good country.” But “right now, the U.S. has got a lot of problems.”

Slower economic growth, coupled with stiffer competition for jobs,
has been part of the reason for such misgivings (Juan had recently suf-
fered a six-month layoff before being rehired). Like many of their pre-
decessors, recent immigrants without education or job skills are often
forced to endure sweatshop conditions with little hope of climbing the
occupational ladder. How much harder it is to be near the bottom than
on a higher rung of the social ladder is clearly evident in the case of Jesu
Tejeda, 23, a machinist in a New York sweater factory. Growing up in
the Dominican Republic, he heard from his mother time and time again
to “work hard and get an education.” But the words meant something
different than they do to most Americans. Translated, hard work
meant starting work in a cheese factory when Jesu was 10. And get an
education meant take it slow instead of going in for instant cash, like
his brother, who wound up losing a leg in a high-speed truck chase. By
the time he was 20, Jesu had worked in a grocery store, done construc-
tion in Puerto Rico as an illegal alien, painted houses in New Mexico,
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and worked as a janitor. He feels lucky to be earning $3.80 an hour at
his present job, even if it means working eleven-hour days with only
two ten-minute breaks and a half hour for lunch. He also wonders if he
will ever make enough to support a family—or even get a vacation.

Yet it is not only those at the bottom who express concern about the
American Dream. They worry about false hopes, the values their chil-
dren are learning in school, the pace of life, relating to their neighbors,
and the possibility of regaining what they once thought America was
all about. Rina Patna, 40, came from India seventeen years ago. Her
husband has had steady work in a company owned by his brother.
She has been able to stay home with her two children. She knows she
has improved her life economically by coming to America. She has also
talked to many other immigrants about their dreams. The problem, she
says, is that “people thought they were coming to heaven,” but now
they find themselves “in a very bad situation.” They’ve given up their
friends and the respect they had in their communities and found little
to replace it. She feels success needs to be redefined. She says it should
mean “good children, good husband, good living situation, good
friends.”

If new immigrants have doubts about the American Dream, it is nev-
ertheless mistaken to think that previous generations of immigrants
believed in a dream composed of nothing more than material prosper-
ity. Their parents taught them to work hard, often by example, more
than by what they said. Their parents wanted them to have opportuni-
ties. But how they realized these opportunities was up to them. They
didn’t feel they had to graduate from college and become successful
lawyers or doctors to please their parents. Being able to pay their bills
was often enough. Or pursuing a trade. Or having children. The values
they learned focused more on how to live than on what life to lead. They
were told to do a job well, not which job to do. They learned to work
hard, at whatever they did. Honesty was important. So was respect.
And family.

Many grew up with a taken-for-granted division of labor between
their parents. Dad worked very hard to earn money. They seldom saw
him but had no doubts that his reason for working hard was to support
the family. Mom stayed home. There was no question about her having
a career. But she contributed economically nonetheless. She took the
paycheck, did the shopping, and paid the bills. She also wiped runny
noses and bandaged scraped knees. She was less insistent that her chil-
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dren succeed than that they know the difference between right and
wrong. The American Dream was thus one is which people at the bot-
tom could feel they were good and decent citizens, worthy of respect
whether they became prosperous or not.

SEARCHING FOR A SCRIPT

These values are still prominent in working America. If the American
Dream is being rewritten, it is not becoming a script about money at the
expense of everything else. Nor is it a story of diminished expectations.
The changes are deeper, rooted in the shifting character of working-
class work itself. And they are more subtle in their consequences.

American workers at the end of the twentieth century are not simply
pursuing a dream their parents only partly realized. They are redefin-
ing the dream to mean more of an emphasis on family values as an
antidote to materialistic expectations, to mean happiness regardless of
one’s position in the occupational structure, to mean fathers devoting
more time to their children, and to mean wives having a career and a
life of their own. The dream is also being redefined negatively: not to be
as compulsive and rigid about achievement as their parents, but still to
have a comfortable life, whether that means a car that doesn’t break
down, or separate bedrooms for their children.

Yet in any process of redefinition there is uncertainty. Employers are
anxious to encourage workers to spend more time at the job, and ad-
vertisers would like nothing better than to see working-class people
spending more of their money on new consumer items. The American
working class has by no means lost touch with the moral meanings of
life. But it, like the professional and managerial class, is having to re-
think how work and money connect with family, with community, and
with other sources of basic human values. Whether these institutions
are up to the challenge is thus a question to be considered seriously.
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PART THREE
THE PRECARIOUS SOURCES OF

HUMAN VALUES
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Chapter Nine

FAMILY LIFE: THE NEW CHALLENGES OF
BALANCING MULTIPLE COMMITMENTS

public to think of economic commitments and family life as

trade-offs: working too hard or being too interested in money
focuses attention away from the family; lightening up on these commit-
ments gives more time to focus on family values. Individuals can be
more devoted to one or the other. The whole culture can also tip from
side to side. “Americans are placing increasing importance on family
values and turning away from materialism” is thus a formulaic lead for
a newspaper story about public opinion.'

The trade-off between economic commitments and family life can be
taken as a good starting point for considering the sorts of human val-
ues that may be capable of imposing moral restraint on our material
needs and desires. The family is often pictured as the cradle of human
values, nurturing the human spirit deeply and affectionately. Embod-
ied in the family are such primordial values as respect for authority,
moral obligation, interdependence, and loyalty—all of which seem re-
mote from the marketplace. Devotion on the family side suggests
strength to endure economic deprivation, the ability to rise above self-
interest, and a commitment to the future, to the training of the young,
and to the preservation of values cherished more deeply in the past.

But is this really the way it is? Hasn’t the family also been a source of
the work ethic? Isn’t the family itself an economic unit? Don’t family
obligations make people work harder and want money all the more,
encouraging them to be good breadwinners, to send their children to
good colleges where their economic fortunes will be furthered, to live
in fine neighborhoods that are the envy of their parents and siblings,
and to pass on a respectable inheritance to their descendants? Haven't
economic commitments been deeply implicated in the very values
around which the family has traditionally been organized? How is it,
then, that we have in recent years come to regard family values as an
alternative to American materialism?’

NEWCASTERS AND POLLSTERS have trained the American



242 CHAPTER NINE

To answer these questions, we need to take a giant step back, putting
ourselves at a greater distance from the present, in order to see it more
clearly. Instead of simply assuming the trade-off between materialism
and family values to be inevitable, “the way it is,” we must ask why we
have come to this view in the first place. Taking this perception as our
starting point, we can put it in a wider perspective. We can ask what it
tells us about the changes currently taking place in our culture, and with
those changes in mind, we can then evaluate more objectively whether
the family really is a strong source of moral restraint on the economic
life, or whether its role needs to be reconsidered and refurbished.

The argument I wish to consider is that the perceived trade-off be-
tween materialism and family values is symptomatic of the more fun-
damental breakdown in our way of thinking about the American
Dream. My contention is that the American Dream traditionally in-
cluded two primary assumptions about the family: that the male would
function as chief breadwinner, and that the female would be the chief
agent for the preservation and transmission of noneconomic values.
These assumptions worked fairly well to unify (create complementar-
ity between) materialism and the human spirit. In the normal course of
affairs, gender differences provided a way of mapping the distinction
between economic commitments and human values, but the two could
for the most part be regarded as being in equilibrium, or as not being
problematic. This was especially true in expansive economic periods
(such as the 1950s) when added effort in the economic sphere actually
produced enough resources that time and money could be devoted to
the cultivation of family values. As market pressures increased, though,
the division between the two realms actually became more pronounced.
Working longer hours and feeling themselves under greater economic
pressures, men devoted more of themselves to the material sphere and
separated themselves psychologically (if not physically) from the realm
of human values. Then, as married women themselves began to enter
the labor force in growing numbers, the division also became more
problematic. The material world outside the family came to be seen less
as a resource and more as a threat.

No longer could children be launched into the world to pursue their
parents’ vision of the American Dream. Children themselves became
problematic, as did the question of what values to teach them. These
changes have also produced different modes of adaptation among men
and women. The legacy of the earlier division is still very much in evi-
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dence among men, where compartmentalization between work and
family provides a favored mechanism for managing multiple commit-
ments. Among working women, however, extreme compartmentaliza-
tion is neither as feasible nor considered as desirable. The larger debate
about values in American life is thus deeply imbued with gender con-
notations. The most far-reaching attempts actually to bring values to
bear on economic decisions, rather than simply to compartmentalize
the two, have come from working women. To substantiate this argu-
ment, it will be necessary to consider, first, evidence on the changing
relationship of the nuclear family as a whole to economic commit-
ments, second, the problematic relationships between parents and chil-
dren, third, the “tug of war” in which men typically engage to manage
the relationship between economic commitments and family life, and
fourth, the alternative mechanisms that have emerged among working
women.

THE NUCLEAR FAMILY As “HAVEN"

It has become commonplace among students of the family to point out
that the “traditional” family, as we know it, is anything but traditional.
The “Leave It to Beaver” family, composed of mother, father, and two
children living in spendid isolation in the suburbs, tells us more about
the 1950s than about the family at any time previously.’” And yet it is
this nuclear family that we must take as a starting point, if only to
inquire more deeply into the sources of its vulnerability.*

The distinguishing feature of the nuclear family is its relative auton-
omy from wider networks of kin.” It is a product of the idea that young
people must “leave home,” moving away from their parents—geo-
graphically, economically, and emotionally—to start a home of their
own. It contrasts sharply with the family patterns evident in tribal soci-
eties, where children may be raised by their mother’s siblings, and it is
radically different even from the settlement patterns of a century ago,
in which adult children often took over a portion of the family farm
and raised their own offspring in close proximity to grandparents,
aunts and uncles, and cousins. Understood this way, the nuclear family
is still very much the dominant feature of private life in America today.
Single-parent families, parents who are divorced and remarried, and
couples without children may, as some observers have suggested, be
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“postmodern” compared with the Cleavers, but their members for the
most part remain separate from wider kinship networks.® The families
that deviate most from the nuclear pattern at present are the extended
families that prevail in some sectors of the Hispanic, African American,
and white working-class populations.”

The extended family mediated between the individual and the mate-
rial realm. Taking over part of the family farm was a common way in
which parents helped their children “get a start.” So was incorporating
sons into the family business and marrying daughters to prosperous
neighbors. In return, parents expected their offspring to provide for
them when they grew old. If a breadwinner became ill, his family could
count on siblings and cousins to take up the slack. Hard times in one
segment of the wider economy could be withstood better because rela-
tives employed across a variety of industries could pool their re-
sources. Gifts and personal loans provided a line of defense against
bankruptcy and starvation. As consumers, extended families also me-
diated the needs of individual members. Scarce commodities, such as
an automobile with good tires or a house big enough to hold a wed-
ding, could be shared. The family also established norms of consump-
tion, collectively defining the differences between “comfort” and “ex-
travagance,” and legitimating tastes in food, clothing, and household
furnishings that might be different from those in the wider society.
Even when it did not function as an economic unit, the extended family
served too as a source of emotional support. Work and money might be
individual responsibilities, but they could be integrated with the values
of one’s family in daily conversation.

The nuclear family, in contrast, has functioned as an emotional es-
cape, a haven, from the external realities of economic life. Having gone
out to an unseen destination to conduct business in the marketplace,
Ward Cleaver returns home to kick off his shoes, eat a nourshing meal,
engage in good-humored banter with his sons, and relax in front of the
television. His family has been shielded entirely from the marketplace,
spending their day interacting with the neighbors, going to school,
working on crafts, and enjoying themselves. Even in the less romanti-
cized lives of actual people in the 1960s and 1970s, the nuclear family
continued to be understood in this way. It was a place where children
could (or should) grow up with the warmth and security they were not
likely to experience later in the dog-eat-dog world of business. It was
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where romantic love, intimacy, and personal caring should predomi-
nate, in sharp contrast to the self-interest and impersonality of the
workplace.?

The American Dream of the late-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centu-
ries articulated the dominant understanding of how the nuclear family
should relate to the wider economy.” Economic self-sufficiency was one
of its ideals. This meant that the nuclear family should not expect mate-
rial help, either from kin networks or from government. Success, how-
ever, was something for which the nuclear family should strive. The
breadwinner should try to be financially successful by working hard.
His spouse was to facilitate this effort by managing the family budget
with care, providing emotional support, and perhaps presenting an ap-
pearance of material success to neighbors and friends. She was also
supposed to encourage the children to be successful. To this end, they
too were to work hard, doing their homework, learning the value of
money, and cultivating such virtues as honesty and personal integrity.
The pursuit of success was thus linked quite closely with a concept of
intergenerational transmission. It did not have to be achieved in one
generation. What was passed on need not be wealth itself, but simply
the material means to provide the next generation with opportunities
to climb a notch higher on the ladder. Human values and material life
were closely integrated within the nuclear family itself: good values,
such as hard work and honesty, led to material success, which in turn
was the basis both of personal happiness and of the ability to transmit
these values to the next generation.

But the nuclear family could never in actuality provide a safe haven
against the full fury of economic forces unleashed against it."” Working-
class families were never able to shield themselves fully from the stark
realities of unemployment. Those that succeeded in realizing the
American Dream to a modest extent saw their children turn their backs
on the family values they had been taught."" Middle-class families
found their own safe havens invaded by television commercials draw-
ing them into a vicious cycle of higher expenditures and harder work.
Separated increasingly from the ethnic subcultures and family financial
support on which previous generations had depended, they also found
it harder to achieve economic stability on their own, to know how to
think about work and money, and to pass on essential values to their
children.
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BESIEGED BY MATERIALISM

Having retreated into itself, the nuclear family is now perceived as a
weak, embattled, but sometimes heroic combatant faced with insupera-
ble forces from the outside world.” Except for drugs and crime, the
fears of people we talked to focused more on the effects of materialism
on their families than anything else. They worry that too much atten-
tion to material pursuits inevitably corrupts family life, much the way
they see money corrupting all intimate human relationships. They be-
lieve their children are particularly susceptible to this corruption. They
want to protect them from it, but they often harbor a more complex,
ambivalent orientation toward their children as well.

“Materialism prevents people from realizing deeper values in life” is
the underlying theme in people’s comments about its effects on their
families. Most of them do not blame it for specific problems, such as
being in debt, having to work hard, arguing with their spouse, or suf-
fering broken family relationships. They see it more as a distraction,
like a titillating picture that keeps them from enjoying something more
valuable in their lives. “It keeps people from seeing the real issues.”
“We get so wrapped up in it that we don’t stop to smell the roses.” “It’s
a very selfish way to live.” “Materialism makes people insensitive.”

Most Americans believe materialism penetrates the far corners of
their society. Nine out of ten, for example, agree that “our society is
much too materialistic.”" But television provides them with the most
vivid examples. Dietician Lydia Kramer thought immediately of the
message presented in soap operas. “Everybody has a new dress on
every day, every house is glamorous.” The problem, she feels, is that
these implicit messages “make life unrealistic.” Personal problems are
always cured in a few episodes. Poor people are never shown. People
are put into strata; everything becomes “us and them,” and “we all try
to come out better than someone else.” Materialism is thus not simply
about having things, but a source of conflict in human relationships. “It
has to do with our values,” Lydia explains."

The reason people perceive a trade-off between materialism and
their families is that materialism stands for everything that is (or might
be) wrong in their lives. Family, in contrast, symbolizes everything that
is right (even when facts belie this assumption). If we only had a surer
sense of who we are, it would be unnecessary to find happiness in
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material pursuits. But advertising, career aspirations, and job pressures
stack the odds against the family to the point that people cannot find
serenity there. Children cannot learn what is truly important in life.
Parents don’t have time to relax. Couples don’t have time to nurture
each other.

But feeling that one’s family is besieged by materialism, perhaps
paradoxically, can actually increase, rather than reduce, the economic
commitments people are willing to undertake. The reasoning appears
to be similar to that underlying the way in which people select gifts for
their close friends and family members. Wanting to escape the sense
that money and market pressures reduce everything to a least-com-
mon denominator level, they search for one-of-a-kind products, qual-
ity goods. To set their home apart, they try to incorporate similar “val-
ues” into their decorating and personal accoutrements. They add
personal touches, even though these require considerable time and
money to put together.

Collecting antiques is how Stanton Haynes, the Philadelphia attor-
ney, creates a “home environment” for himself. He feels these items,
produced in an era when materialism was less rampant than it is today,
embody direct contact between the producer and the person for whom
he or she was producing. This provides him with a greater sense of
“intimacy” in his environment. Mass-produced goods, in contrast,
symbolize the impersonality of the marketplace (“produced for people
you’ll never meet”). He worries that those goods lead to an “artificial
construction of values.” He also worries that the “quality” of those
goods is often “disappointing.” Buying antiques brings him into per-
sonal contact with people who really know what they are doing. He
even imagines that he is contributing to the re-creation of a kind of
old-fashioned artisanal community. When he decided to remodel his
kitchen, for example, he found it especially enjoyable to feel that he was
“supporting people who are trying to do something correctly and in
the old way, and just bringing people together who might not have met
otherwise.”

The rich have always carved out personal enclaves like this to dis-
tance themselves from the “crass materialism” of the majority. But dis-
tancing is always relative. Boutiques and specialty shops now make it
possible for members of the middle class to differentiate themselves
from one another in the same way, but at a price. Their homes become
a haven constructed of expensive antiques, collections, hobbies, and
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travel mementos, all of which define a symbolic boundary between the
standardized, impersonal world “out there” and the human spirit that
is uniquely “in here.”

An important corollary of this orientation among the well-to-do is
that materialism also provides a way of blaming the poor for their own
problems. Taking the view that materialism is something any knowl-
edgeable person can simply “rise above” leads easily to the conclusion
that the poor should simply resist the shallow values of the market-
place and go after “quality” in their family lives. Fashion manager
Davis Reskin, for example, takes a cavalier attitude toward materialism
in his own life. He recognizes the temptations are “out there,” but he
figures he can resist them. (He says he doesn’t need twenty Rolex
watches; one will do.) The problem, as he sees it, is that materialism is
corrupting American society from the bottom up, as it were, by sub-
verting the values of the poor. “Those are probably the people that
have the hardest time in life and find it most difficult to exercise con-
trol. They're slightly out of control to begin with and they’re malleable
by the media.” The result, he says, is “very shallow values.” What he
means is people sitting there watching “the bowling alley league
woman” and “those soap operas and the values in the soap operas.”
Materialism, in his view, is precisely what Stanton Haynes says it is.
“My God,” declares Reskin, “the stuff isn’t even quality.”

The fact that “quality goods” cannot be used by everyone to set up
expensive symbolic barriers, however, means that marked tension be-
tween materialism and the family continues to be a common percep-
tion in our culture. We want our homes not only to be a reflection of
our personal values, but also to be more authentic than the world we
see around us. That world seems to be without values (artificial) be-
cause it is materialistic, alien, externally produced, threatening. When
it penetrates our homes, it makes us think things are no longer quite
right. We use words like “misplaced,” “misguided,” “superficial,”
“shallow,” and “off course.” Talking about materialism is thus primar-
ily a way of saying that something has gone awry with our values.

CHILDREN: THE ENEMY WITHIN
Anxiety about materialism can be free floating, but generally it seeks

out a specific target with which to associate itself. Often this target is
the television set because it brings the temptations of the marketplace
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vividly into the quiet sanctity of the home. As such, it symbolizes a
breach in the fortress wall. It connotes special danger. But even more
dangerous are the children who watch it. “Children today,” agree nine
people out of ten, “want too many material things.”" They become
active agents of materialism within the family itself. They become the
enemy within.

“Kids today have the ‘gimmes,”” complain a number of the people
we interviewed. “Gimme this, gimme that.” “I'm always having to tell
them ‘no.”” “They’re always demanding more; it just never ends.” “It
really bothers me, especially after the way I scrimped and saved.”
“What do they expect anyway?” Such remarks are often tinged with
anger and fear. Parents are unsure whose side their children are on:
theirs or the forces of evil.

Stuart Cummings sees himself as a bulwark of restraint who seldom
lets money or material desires worry him. But he admits, “I worry
about my kids. It’s a very consumer-oriented era for our kids. They
grow up watching TV, they see things they want, every commercial is
like beckoning them in. And so I worry about [materialism] on their
level. I'd like to rein things in.” His worries reflect the broader image in
our culture that portrays children both as especially powerful (holding
the key to the future) and as particularly vulnerable (innocent).

Psychologically, the enemy within is particularly disturbing because
it reflects deep ambivalence within ourselves. At one time, the Ameri-
can Dream told parents it was desirable to make almost any sacrifice on
behalf of their children. Most important was the belief that one’s chil-
dren should have more opportunities and a better life than their par-
ents. That view, while still accorded lip service, has begun to erode
significantly. During the 1980s Americans ran up a huge national defi-
cit that may seriously curtail the nation’s prosperity for future genera-
tions. In more subtle ways, children are being robbed of the privileges
they once enjoyed as a result of rejected tax initiatives for better schools
or simply from parents failing to take time to read to their children or
encourage them with their homework. “Adult rights to self-fulfillment
may well have gotten out of hand in contemporary America,” writes
economist Sylvia Ann Hewlett. “We might not quite be ready to sell
our children, but we are almost there.”'

Focusing on the materialism of children can be a way of deflecting
criticism from ourselves. Even those who seem to have children’s inter-
ests at heart convey a mixed message when they speak as if children
have become the agents of undesirable economic forces. Theater direc-
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tor Dick Stonefield does not have children of his own, but as a close
observer of the media he worries that children are being exploited to
bring materialism into the family. “Film and television are being dic-
tated by kids because kids are the ones who watch TV and who the
commercials are geared for. The kids get their parents to buy this par-
ticular cereal, or this particular brand of whatever. ‘Oh, please, let’s try
this.” The mother’s like, all right, maybe I'll try it. I mean, basically,
these commercials make you think that you need to have this. It’s
something that you need to have and, obviously, in most cases, you
don’t need to have it, but when it reaches this kid it’s like, you know,
everybody has one of these. I should have one or I'll feel left out.” In his
view, children are thus the enemy in two ways. They subvert a parent’s
good judgment by clamoring for consumer products they see adver-
tised on television. They also symbolize weakness in the adult world
itself. The “adult child” responds to the infantalizing concerns ex-
pressed in advertisements."

Parents typically put themselves on the side of wholesome family
values in the struggle they see between their children and materialism.
Clearly, however, they are the role models from which some of this
materialism emanates. San Francisco psychiatrist Saul Feldman says he
sees this pattern all the time in his family-counseling practice. Just re-
cently, he recalls a youngster complaining to him, “Gee, Daddy only
got the model XJ6 Jaguar, and we thought he should have gotten this
other one, it was only $20,000 more.” Feldman believes the damage
indicated by this kind of perspective goes far beyond materialism
alone. It isn’t just that children are innocent and then become suscepti-
ble to the appeals of the marketplace. The process actually works back
on itself, Feldman argues. These appeals make it harder for young peo-
ple to develop psychologically and emotionally. They need to be dis-
covering who they are and learning what to value in life. Instead, their
attention is constantly being drawn away from themselves toward
some feature of the material environment.

NEwW PERSPECTIVES ON VALUES

This is the context in which new concerns have arisen in recent years
about the transmission of values to children. When the old consensus
was in place, parents could feel they were passing on wholesome val-
ues to their children with relative ease. Hard work and honesty were
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simple enough that parents could concentrate their attention on rein-
forcing these values, both in what they said to their children and in the
way in which they themselves lived. Other values could be considered
matters of individual preference, choices that the child made largely on
the basis of taste, with the opportunities hard work and honesty cre-
ated. For those who still think this way, instilling values is relatively
straightforward. “I just want them to work hard and be honest and
ethical,” says Norm Lundstrom. He tries to do this the old-fashioned
way: “Mostly just by example; it’s not really teaching at all.” These
values make sense to him because they “engender success in whatever
you do.” “After all, that’s the way to be happy, isn’t it?” he asks. But
with materialism knocking at the door, and with many parents no
longer as sure that hard work pays off in human happiness, the kinds
of values needing to be transmitted to children are becoming much
more problematic. Indeed, only one person in two claims to be “very
sure” of the values they would want their own children to learn. As a
society, say half of respondents, we are doing a poor job of raising our
children; and of the remaining half, fewer than one in five thinks we are
doing a good or excellent job."

Few people are as articulate about these changes as Mike Kominski,
the truck driver we met in the last chapter. “You learned a different set
of values back then,” he says, describing how things probably were in
the 1920s and 1930s. “You learned the work ethic back then and you
definitely learned to take care of your family.” For the past several
decades, though, “people have had to work so hard just to maintain
their standard of living (the way costs have gone) that they’re not avail-
able for their family.” In the earlier period, he says, people worked
from morning till night, but then “went home and stayed home.” Now-
adays, “everybody’s become yuppies and workaholics.” They don’t
spend any time with their families, so they buy them things instead,
like a Nintendo game. He figures children understand when their par-
ents are working hard just to pay the electric bill, but they don’t under-
stand when their parents seem to be working hard for no good reason.
“To the kid, it just looks like the parents have something better to do
than be with me.”

It all comes back to materialism. The parents are no longer earning a
living for their family; they're trying to get ahead, trying to advance
themselves, both directly and vicariously through their children. “I
hear that you now have yuppie parents,” says Kominski, “who are
reading their kids advanced books when they’re in the crib, hoping
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that their evolving brain cells will take some of this in and give them a
head start in school, which will give them a head start in college, which
will give them a head start in business.” This shouldn’t be the purpose
of life, but it is. Parents don’t have time just to sit around with their
children, letting them absorb good habits. But even if the time was avail-
able, it isn’t clear what values the children would learn.

If most parents are not the mindless yuppies Mike Kominski thinks
they are, they nevertheless wonder what exactly their roles should be.
Questions are now being asked about each premise of the American
Dream, the net result of which is to generate heightened uncertainty
about the relationship between economic factors and child-rearing val-
ues. Fathers and mothers may still work hard, but if that effort becomes
more of a burden than a way of realizing the American Dream, then
what sort of message is being given to the children? “If we bring up our
children today seeing fathers unhappy and grousing and groaning and
complaining about their jobs, that is an example that will be very bad
for the future,” observed one woman. “If mother comes home harassed
from her job,” she added, “why should this young person want to be a
working mother?” If the relationship between success and happiness
falls into question, children’s values may become problematic in yet
another way. Frustrated parents will try to achieve happiness vicari-
ously through their children. Parents themselves, however, are likely
to feel deeply ambivalent about their children’s interest in material suc-
cess. It thus becomes harder for parents simply to teach their children
by setting a good example for them. Values no longer emerge naturally
from children observing their parents live their lives. Instead, parents
must consciously try to “create experiences” for their children, discuss
their own mistakes, make periodic reassessments, resist what comes
naturally, do things differently from their own parents, and take into
account the kinds of “yesterdays” they are creating for their children.

Ben and Sarah Arkwright know what it’s like to raise children in
uncertain times. Both are administrators at a prestigious midwestern
university. They earn less than they could in the private sector, but they
like the fact that they can send their children to a “lab school” run by
the university. Their daughter Beth is there now. Their son Jeremy
graduated two years ago and is now doing well at an elite university in
New England. Ben and Sarah feel like they have been fighting material-
ism all their lives. They own a television set but have always had strict
rules against the children turning it on. Sarah says she becomes “totally
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hysterical” if she comes home and finds the television on. They have
refused to get cable hooked up, and they pride themselves on never
having seen some of the popular shows. They’ve had a running battle
with Beth ever since she was little about using the telephone instead of
doing her homework. They’ve also been disturbed by the designer
sneakers, the leather jackets, and the Rolex watches their kids wanted
because their friends at the lab school had them.

The Arkwrights still believe a good chunk of the American Dream.
Their children are bright, so doing well in school seems like a good way
to succeed. But the Arkwrights don’t define success in material terms.
They want their children to become “intellectuals” who value ideas for
their own sake, not just as a means of obtaining wealth. Being “intellec-
tual” is their way of talking about alternative values. These values,
however, are filled with internal contradictions. For example, Ben and
Sarah have revived one of the ideals of an earlier time that said children
learn best by getting practical experience (“you grow up with your
feet”). But they also realize their children have spent so much time on
schoolwork that they really haven’t gotten any practical experience.
They also believe being an intellectual means thinking on your own.
But they have had to impose so many rules on their children that they
figure Jeremy and Beth haven’t yet learned to think for themselves.
They know children have to work hard to excel in school. But they
worry that Jeremy especially has tried “too hard to be good” and may
be suffering emotional burn out as a result. They want their children to
be interested in volunteer work and philanthropy but find little sup-
port for those values in the lab school. Sarah is especially anxious to be
a good “working mom” role model for Beth, but she also thinks women
should spend more time at home with their children than they do. So
raising children has not been easy for the Arkwrights. They admit they
have had constant battles with the children and with each other. They
think, on the whole, that American society is doing “a terrible job” with
its children. Sometimes they aren’t even sure anymore of their own
values. Still priding themselves on being “extreme 60s liberals,” they
find themselves “very, very conservative” in many ways. “Isn’t that
sad?” Sarah laments.

Raising children at a time when the old consensus has broken down
takes added time and emotional energy. Everything has to be thought
through from the ground up. Giving mixed signals creates interper-
sonal conflict that requires effort to resolve. Uncertainty about what
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values to teach and how to instill them causes anxiety and guilt. Ironi-
cally, then, the conflicts that many people feel between their work and
their families are aggravated not simply by the demands of their jobs,
but by the broader uncertainties these demands place on their roles as
parents. These uncertainties are aggravated further by the fact that
working men and working women juggle multiple commitments in
different ways, thereby adding to the pressures experienced in their
relationships with each other.

WORKING MEN: THE GREAT TUG-OF-WAR

In addition to the questions that have arisen concerning the training of
children, the collapse of the old consensus has widened the gap be-
tween economic commitments and family values for adults them-
selves. It has done so for both men and women, provoking new con-
cerns for how to live as individuals and as couples. But the manner in
which men and women have responded has been markedly different.
Although common experiences in the workforce have generated some
convergence, men and women have been conditioned to respond dif-
ferently to these experiences by the fundamental conceptions of gen-
der roles that were built into the American Dream. Among working
men, what was initially a gendered division of labor between them-
selves as breadwinners and their wives as nurturers of values has now
been stretched into a more extreme division within their own sense of
themselves.

Defining their economic commitments mainly in terms of work, most
men try to keep their work in bounds by compartmentalizing it com-
pletely from family: come home, do odd jobs, relax, but leave the duties
of work at the office. Minneapolis banker Harold Bentley explains it
this way: “I rarely, rarely bring something home. I don’t make a phone
call from home to work. That rarely happens unless there’s an emer-
gency at work, something broke down, or somebody will be asking
how do you handle this, but that’s extremely rare. I try to keep com-
plete separation between the two.”

Compartmentalization is the word that springs most readily to
mind. An orderly life is a life divided into separate spheres. Having a
strong commitment to family is thus a way of setting limits on one’s
economic commitments. But the trouble with this metaphor is that it is
too static. Compartments connote cubicles found on trains or cubby-
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holes inside a rolltop desk. Although the individual moves from one
pigeonhole to another, the pigeonholes themselves stay where they
are. Such fixity, however, is no longer the experience of an increasing
number of people. As work and money pressures have escalated and
become more subjective, people find themselves torn between conflict-
ing forces, pulled in opposite directions by forces that overlap, wax and
wane, or cry out ever more loudly for attention. A tug-of-war would be
a better metaphor. Two groups of people line up along a rope and pull
in opposite directions, each struggling to get more of the rope on their
side of some midpoint. The rope stands for the individual who is being
pulled in different directions by various commitments. These commit-
ments take on life as the muscular figures poised along the rope. One
set represents commitments to work and the earning of money; the
other set, commitments to family.

For men, the pressures pulling in the direction of work are often so
intense that an incredibly strong counterpressure must be exerted from
the other side. For some men, this counterpressure has taken the form
suggested by the traditional American Dream and extended it to the
point that it has now become a matter of extreme loyalty to wife and
children. In this conception, the man’s primary roles outside of work
become those of protector, lover, provider, and father, all heightened in
importance by the nuclear family’s emphasis on warmth and intimacy.
When he is not working, he stays at home, seldom goes out with
friends, coddles his loved ones, and seldom initiates a divorce or sepa-
ration. But this pattern is being replaced with a more subtle and dy-
namic form of counterpressure.

The contemporary working man cannot count on having a wife and
children who stay at home waiting to be coddled.” And if he does, the
economic pressures to provide a high standard of living may pull
strongly toward the workplace anyway. He balances these pressures
essentially by dividing his identity. He becomes, as it were, a split per-
sonality. Everything he is at work must be balanced by its exact opposite
at home. If work is mental, as it is for a majority, he marks his nonwork-
ing self by intense physical exercise. Hiking, jogging, bicycling, playing
tennis, lifting weights all help to define an alternative, nonmental self.
If work requires him to be dutiful and responsible, he “vegges out”
when he is at home, sitting like a mindless “couch potato” in front of
the television.” If work requires him to exercise a great deal of discre-
tion, he becomes completely incapable of deciding what to do with
himself at home. If he feels like the master of the universe at work, he
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grovels in weakness and insecurity at home. If at work he is an adult;
at home he becomes a child, watching television, playing with his chil-
dren, or enjoying his toys.

Trying in this way to keep the tug-of-war even, the contemporary
man must be viewed in a completely new light. He does not shirk
doing housework simply because he is a male chauvinist or is blind to
dirty dishes. He shirks housework because the intense pressure he feels
to be responsible at work requires him to find balance by being a
shirker in some other part of his life. He shirks because he, in fact,
needs to be a shirker. By the same token, he leaves his work at the
office, refusing to say anything about it at home, not to protect his wife,
but to protect himself. He wants his family to be different, to provide
him with a nonworking frame of reference, because the pressures from
work demand a powerful opposing force. Getting him to do his share
of the housework, or of child care, is thus a matter of bringing about a
different understanding of the whole relationship between his eco-
nomic commitments and his values.

A few examples will illustrate how the male tug-of-war influences
men’s behavior in personal life. Stuart Cummings says that playing
with his children in the evening is an instant release because it forces
him to play and be a kid. He also says, “Being a doer during the week,
I do not want to be a doer on the weekend. I want to be as little like
myself on weekends as I am during the week.” Harold Bentley says the
best “outlet” for pressures he experiences at the bank is bicycling. He
rides about 2,500 miles a year. The trade-off between physical and men-
tal activity is direct: tiring himself out exercising one day makes his
mind sharper the next day. He also releases tension by “changing the
pace”: at the bank he goes full speed, at home he likes to “just putz
around.” Photographer Tony Arno puts balance back into his life by
altering both space and time. He quit the insurance business because he
always felt couped up in the office; even taking pictures, say, at a wed-
ding leaves him feeling cramped. So he gets in his car and drives, maybe
two or three hours at a time. The open road expands his horizons. He
especially likes to do this late at night. Working all day (worrying a lot
about lighting), he associates pleasure and freedom with the darkness.
Housing-project director Jim Joyner also makes the late-night hours his
own. He likes to put his mind in neutral and just sit in front of the
television doing nothing. Fritz Kahler, a Chicago minister, does the
same thing. He admits he sits and aimlessly flips through the channels,
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intentionally turning himself into a zombie. Other men found ways to
build symbolic dividers into their lives that were even more pro-
nounced: one man who works with people all day comes home and
spends three hours in the shower; another works thirty-six hours
straight and then sleeps as long as he likes; another man buys himself
flowers and cooks a gourmet meal.

To someone from a different culture, the surprising thing about these
habits would probably be the fact that many men are able to maintain
them with relative ease. Despite the changes that have occurred in gen-
der role concepts, men are still relatively unlikely to perceive serious
conflicts between their work commitments and their families.”" Partly
this is because they physically remove themselves from the home envi-
ronment much of the time. For the growing number of men who are
single or married but without children, how they manage their free
time is very much their own choice. The intrinsic meaning that work
provides keeps them from having to regard it as a means to realizing
the American Dream for their family. They can simply pare their per-
sonal time down to the bare essentials, coping with job stress by work-
ing harder, like one man who likened himself to an oil slick: “Ijust keep
spreading myself thinner and thinner; that’s what I do.” When the
home ceases to be a comforting haven, they can merely withdraw their
emotional energy from it and devote more of their attention to their
work. In addition, the lingering image in the American Dream of “rela-
tionships” essentially being women’s work means that men can more
easily shift the blame for trouble in the home to their spouses.

The male-as-provider image still blends readily into the ruggedly
masculine role that considers it soft or feminine to want the security of
a close family relationship at all. Real men can live on the road and
enjoy the hardships of long hours in strange places, so it is their female
partner’s fault if any domestic conflicts arise. Steed Wellman is a case
in point. Often traveling five days a week, he is sometimes unable to
come home on the weekends as well. But as far as he is concerned, this
is not a problem. If anyone has a problem, he explains, it is his girl-
friend. “She doesn’t like me traveling.” But then in his view, this is not
so much because he is away much of the time, but because she is “ex-
tremely protective.” It is “missing me” and “that kind of stuff,” he says,
“girly stuff.”

The other way in which men keep the tug-of-war between work and
family even is by keeping mum.” Many, of course, talk over their work
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with their wives or girlfriends; some even work together. But they find
it difficult to treat their wives as co-workers, fellow professionals, or
co-equals in the labor force.” They do not share their feelings about
work, not because they don’t have them or because they don’t know
how to talk about these feelings, but because bringing work problems
into the household contaminates it. They dislike listening to their
wives” work problems for the same reason. Wanting hearth to be a
refuge from the material world, they expect their wives to be playmates
and lovers, mothers, servants, pleasure seekers, and fellow putzers.
They do not want their wives to be weak or economically dependent,
but neither do they want them to be June Cleavers, preoccupied with
cooking, doing volunteer work, helping the neighbors, and mothering
the boys. Those are recognizably too much like work itself to provide
the symbolic diversions men feel they need. Instead, women should be
available to go with them to a movie or on a weekend outing, or they
should be able to spar intelligently about politics and ideas, or they
should be interested in tennis and football. They should be available for
“quality time when they’re not thinking about their work,” as one man
put it.

It is worth noting that one gains the impression from listening to
men talk about their home life that they are scarcely working them-
selves to death. They may be putting in long hours, but they still find
time to do lots of things for themselves. The pressure they talk about is
real, but it is also built into the way they understand their lives. It is
what legitimates their free-time activities. The strain of working hard
must be balanced by doing nothing very strenuous at home. The one
sphere does not merge easily into the other. Instead, one is maintained
by being the mirror opposite of the other. The tension between the two
is always present. Work seems to tug constantly at one end of the rope,
and one has to pull just as hard at the other end to keep life in balance.

WORKING WOMEN: FROM CoMPOSURE TO COMPOSING

The contemporary working woman sometimes plays the work-and-
family game the same way men do. For instance, women too say they
set boundaries around the mental work they do by exercising to blow
off steam and clear out the cobwebs. Others escape into a good novel,
do gardening, or putter around the house. But women basically play
the game differently from men. The strong pressures they experience at
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work may keep them as preoccupied as men, generating the same long
hours and intense commitment to jobs and careers. Working women,
however, are more likely to say they feel responsible at home as well.
Rather than putzing or vegging out, they do the household chores.*
Faced with a sick child or a stack of dirty dishes, they let the rope that
had been pulled more toward the workplace be pulled radically back in
the other direction. Or in other cases, they feel a strong responsibility to
themselves and to their friends and, in a growing number of cases, to
aging parents.” As a result, they more often feel compelled to say
no when job opportunities beckon.” Unlike men, they are less likely to
manifest split identities that are the mirror opposites of each other.
They are instead pulled back and forth, depending on the priorities of
the moment, or what one woman described as an “internal clock” (its
pendulum swinging back and forth), and they thus feel the ambiguity
among conflicting commitments more acutely.

The reasons for this difference are varied. Still shouldering a dispro-
portionate share of the emotional nurturing of the family, women with
children find it impossible to shunt these needs into predictable time
slots.”” A crying child needs attention at the moment rather than next
Saturday. For the larger proportion of women than of men who work
part-time, jobs and household responsibilities are also more likely to be
mixed on a daily basis. “You've planned to take your kid to a hockey
game,” one working mother explained, “but then a client calls up, so
you wind up taking the client with you to the game.” Thus, a substan-
tial number of women say they have experienced difficulties with their
work because of issues such as child care and getting household chores
done.”

Some have argued that the reason is essentially one of differential
power between males and females. Having found the better (or easier)
way to construct their lives, men pressure women into adopting the
less desirable mode. Others have suggested that long centuries in
human evolution led to a differential pattern that may even be geneti-
cally imprinted. As hunters, men learned to focus their attention on one
task for long periods of time, while as gatherers women learned to shift
their attention more easily from one task to another (such as weeding,
nursing, and cooking). Whatever the reasons, the more pressing issue
is how working women are managing to balance their multiple com-
mitments. Desirable or not, how is it possible? And what does this pat-
tern contribute to our understanding of the present relationships be-
tween economic commitments and the quest for values?
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The answer to the first question is that working women often man-
age their dual responsibilities at work and at home only at great cost to
themselves. Meg Allen, 42, is a married mother of three who works
full-time managing a day-care center in Nashville. She explains, “I
don’t have much free time at all. Any free time I have is devoted to my
children. I really don’t stop. I just have to learn to deal with my exhaus-
tion.” Sleep is what refreshes her, but sometimes she is too “stressed
out” even for that. “I think it was 3:30 this morning and I was still wide
awake, coming from a budget meeting where we’d been pleading our
cause. You'd think, when you’ve been up since a quarter of five that
morning, you’'d just toddle right off to sleep. But it revs me up. Prob-
ably tonight I'll die at 10 o’clock.”

The physical exhaustion, nevertheless, is only a part of the story.
Whereas men talk about physical and mental exhaustion, women are
more likely to say they experience emotional exhaustion (“sucks away
my emotional energy,” one woman said).” The difference is partly ter-
minological, but it is also symptomatic of the way in which the bound-
ary between work and other commitments is maintained. If men expe-
rience a sharper contrast between the two ends of their rope, women'’s
experience involves more buffeting and daily wear-and-tear as a result
of being jerked back and forth in each direction. They require, as it
were, more repair to keep themselves intact.* They WOrTy more about
what they should be doing at each moment of the day, and they are less
sure that the choices they are making are the right ones. Because of
their multiple commitments, they often find it hard to stop thinking
about work when they are at home, or about personal and family
matters when they are at work. Their identities are not so simply di-
vided—Dblue on one end, red on the other—but require more frequent
redefinition and reconstruction. To solve this problem, especially in the
presence of spouses who find it necessary to bracket such issues (or
who diminish the importance of their spouse’s work), women turn to
other women for support.® Talk-therapy becomes the way to renegoti-
ate a satisfactory identity.

“Just in the last six months,” says Meg Allen, “I have started going
out with a couple of girlfriends maybe one night a month, on a Friday
night, we’ll go out to eat or go to a show. That has helped tremen-
dously. We just talk about each other and what we’re doing, and I
found that to be a great relief.” Before this, she had been using her
teenage daughter as a confidante, but felt it wasn’t fair to cast her
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daughter in that role. Meg and her girlfriends have also talked about
bringing their husbands along on their Friday night outings sometime.
But they worry that this might ruin its effectiveness.

The reason Meg Allen turns to her girlfriends for support is not so
much that she is a more communal person than her husband but that
she needs to talk out the day-to-day decisions she has to make and her
feelings about them. She provides a vivid example of how she struggles
with these decisions. “Last night my 15-year-old son was trying to
catch up on his biology homework that he had neglected for several
weeks. My husband was at the vet with the cat, and I had to walk out.
I had to go to this court hearing for the day-care center. I was gone
three-and-a-half hours. And that’s hard. That’s something I have really
had to work on. Something is not right. This job has come first a lot of
times, before my family. And I don’t really mean to do that, but I take
it so seriously, and I view what I do as so important that there are times
I walk out on responsibilities. I should have been at home last night
pushing my son through his homework. I should have been at home
with my 10-year-old who was crying about the cat. And I wasn’t. So
there are times that you have to make trade-offs. And it’s just hard to
know what you need to trade off.”

In some cases, working women have been able to develop quasi-
formalized support groups to give them the help they need.” These can
be as informal as Meg’s outings with her girlfriends or as formal as a
therapy group or debriefing session. Mary Cavenah, the Los Angeles
counselor, for example, says she and her co-workers have established
a special table in the rear of the building where they can go and gener-
ally find someone with whom to talk over their problems. “I really like
the nurturing and the support,” she says. Being able to talk about
things gives her reassurance in the face of uncertainty (“there are never
any right and wrong answers”). It also helps her get rid of what’s both-
ering her so she doesn’t have to take it home.

Besides the chance to vent feelings and receive reassurance, talking
with friends and participating in informal support groups provides
valuable information on how to tie the pieces of one’s life together.
Graphic designer Ruth Cardeau says she and her girlfriends exchange
tips on how to prepare a quick meal while talking to a client on the
telephone and helping the children with their homework. Teri Silver
says she and her co-workers talk a lot about what they did on week-
ends. She feels her own interests have broadened as a result. With
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fewer boundaries between their personal lives and their work lives,
women are also more likely than men to say they discuss “private”
matters with their co-workers. Doing so is sometimes a way to “vent
their spleen” about something that has made them resentful at home.
In these cases, work rather than family functions as a haven.

The daily buffeting that comes from juggling multiple commitments
has also resulted in an emerging redefinition of the ideal woman. In the
American Dream that prevailed from the Victorian era to the 1950s,
the ideal woman was sufficiently protected from the marketplace by
her husband that she could strive for a life of composure. Keeping the
house neat, making sure the children were well-mannered and even-
tempered, providing well-balanced meals for her family, and maintain-
ing her spiritual and emotional health in order to provide an anchor in
the storm for her husband and children were all part of this ideal. But
few women nowadays would say that ideal is attainable. “There’s just
too many things to get done,” complains one working mother. “I get
nuts and start yelling, and then everybody goes nuts!”

At present, the ideal pattern is expressed much better by the phrase
“composing a life.” As anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson ex-
plains in a book by this title, the contemporary woman is faced with too
many demands to be a model of composure. But these demands also
provide her with expanded opportunities. She can combine activities in
ways that lead to creative new insights about her world and about her-
self. “Perhaps Kierkegaard was wrong when he said that “purity is to
will one thing,”” Bateson writes. “Perhaps the issue is not a fixed
knowledge of the good [but] a kind of attention that is open, not fo-
cused on a single point. Instead of concentration on a transcendent
ideal, sustained attention to diversity and interdependence may offer a
different clarity of vision, one that is sensitive to ecological complexity,
to the multiple rather than the singular. Perhaps we can discern in
women honoring multiple commitments a new level of productivity
and new possibilities of learning.”*

Composing a life, however, means that the question of values be-
comes much more important than it was when female roles were more
clearly defined.* “I'm afraid I'm not the happy homemaker,” admits
Naomi Rose, 40, a self-employed businesswoman in Portland. “I'm not
happily running my husband’s shirts to the laundry and giving great
birthday parties for my children.” Instead of following any stereotypi-
cal model that always puts her family first, or her work first, she says
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she’s “picking and choosing what I do.” This means thinking through
her values and setting priorities. It also means paying more attention to
how she feels and what she wants to do at each particular moment.
Sometimes it involves spending more time with her children; at other
times it may mean devoting a weekend to doing volunteer work for a
Jewish women’s group. Deciding what to do isn’t always easy, espe-
cially because her preferences often differ from her husband’s. Mostly,
she is having to face up to the big questions that are raised by the little
decisions in her life: What do I really want in life? What’s important to
me? What do I believe in? What gives me fulfillment and makes me
grow?

MORAL RESTRAINT

If changing understandings of work and money have resulted in
greater tension between economic commitments and family life for
both men and women, this tension is at least one of the ways in which
people are being forced to ask questions about the moral limits of their
economic pursuits. To be sure, important policy questions are being
raised as well, especially those focusing on child care, employee bene-
fits, and family-leave requirements. But the moral issues must not be
neglected. Even if vast new legislation were enacted, American work-
ers would be confronted with daily decisions about how best to recon-
cile their economic interests with the needs of their families. Much that
the home stands for in American culture still symbolizes the impor-
tance of limiting economic commitments. Feeling it necessary to sepa-
rate their work from the time they spend at home provides men with a
way of saying enough is enough: I don’t need to work any harder or
earn any more money; having time for my family and for myself is
more important. Taking time to talk about their feelings and gaining
support from their friends is a way for women to say enough is
enough: I'm stressed out and feeling like I'm juggling too many com-
mitments; I need to express my feelings and receive some reassurance
about who I am and what I am doing.

Neither of these patterns is entirely satisfactory. Materialism still
beckons for more of the family dollar, family obligations encourage
people to work longer hours, rather than actually spending time with
their families, and parents wonder if they are setting a good enough
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example for their children.*® Men get away with relaxing in front of the
television because their wives are doing the housework. Women strug-
gle to find the time to keep their support networks intact. The tug-of-
war in which men engage reinforces a split in their lives but does not
necessarily tell them how to order their values, and the composing in
which women engage does not necessarily lead to composure. Grow-
ing numbers of working women are experimenting with the compart-
mentalization that men have tried, and a sizable number of men are
seeking ways to share their feelings and to find emotional support.
And yet these patterns are terribly important, not simply because they
are common in our society, but because they point toward something
larger.

The tug-of-war between work and family is reminiscent of the ascetic
moralism of the early nineteenth century. The desire to express feelings
is reminiscent of the expressive moralism of the same period. Both tra-
ditions are being rediscovered, at least in the ways men and women are
living their lives. Both traditions are also being redefined to fit better
with contemporary economic conditions. We will want to consider
how these current manifestations are beginning to provide a new sense
of moral restraint on economic behavior. Before doing that, however,
we must consider several other ways in which Americans are currently
seeking values that limit their material pursuits.



Chapter Ten

REDISCOVERING COMMUNITY:
THE CULTURAL POTENTIAL OF
CARING BEHAVIOR

AND VOLUNTARY SERVICE

munity has been another value that forced people to set limits on

their economic pursuits.' People took time off from work to help
sick neighbors with theirs. They paused from the daily routine to at-
tend the weddings and funerals of their neighbors and kin. Sometimes
they set work aside to form vigilante committees for the physical pro-
tection of their communities. They devoted evenings and weekends to
community events, and they donated a portion of their earnings to
local relief chests. Marveling at the extent of these activities in the
1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville placed them high on the list of virtues he
linked to the survival of American democracy itself.* In the century
following, they probably increased, growing as the population ex-
panded and diversified.> These commitments signaled benevolence
and camaraderie, a conviction that life was better when the community
was strong. In tempering the restless pursuit of material gain, citizens
transformed naked self-interest into something more communal and
more civilized, something that Tocqueville could applaud as self-inter-
est rightly understood.

If community involvement restrained individual greed and ambi-
tion, the structure of small-town and village life nevertheless made it
easier for people to reconcile these commitments with their economic
pursuits. Time spent helping a sick neighbor might well be repaid to-
morrow when the tables were turned. The same American Dream that
prodded people to desire a home of their own recognized that volun-
teer fire companies were essential to protecting these homes. Tradi-
tional gender conceptions favored a similar complementarity. Women
shouldered many of the responsibilities to provide neighborly assis-

THROUGHOUT our nation’s history, being involved in the com-
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tance while their husbands devoted full attention to earning a living. In
addition, male involvement in community affairs helped establish trust
and created a public image that was conducive to business. Even the
poor were obliged to make meeting their needs a more natural part of
community life. Until the middle of the twentieth century, in fact, a
majority of poor families lived in rural areas where village norms of
caring could still provide a sheltering umbrella.

Doing things for the community shaved the sharp edges off the ques-
tions that have arisen so abruptly in recent years about volunteer work:
What are my motives? Am I doing it for someone else or for me? Is it
altruism? Or is it really egoism? How can I find time to be a volunteer
when my work and my family take all my energy? How does it fit with
my career? Questions of this kind made no sense when the recipient
was one’s community: sure, something other than yourself benefited,
but so did you, because you were a part of this larger entity. Caring for
others was neither altruistic nor egoistic; it was mutually beneficial.
People helped their neighbors as they had always done because a norm
of reciprocity prevailed: favors done for someone else became an im-
plicit bond; you could count on them (or their family) to return the
favor when you were in need. What went around came around. The
circle was complete.*

The moral logic of caring for others was thus deeply embedded in
the realities of community life. To be sure, moralist arguments drew the
contrast between material pursuits and service to others.” Distinguish-
ing the two had always been part of the cultural tradition. Familiar
Bible stories, such as the New Testament tale of the widow’s mite,
taught that it was better to be generous than to hoard one’s posses-
sions. Folklore underscored the same distinction. If caring implied a
moral alternative to work and money, the two nevertheless played in
harmony, rather than striking discordant notes. Fairy tales demon-
strated that generous villagers often became the recipients of unex-
pected material rewards. Community service could be regarded legiti-
mately as “self-interest rightly understood” because recognizing their
interdependence would in the long run make individuals more suc-
cessful as well. So interwoven were material interests and caring for
others that it actually made sense to speak of a “moral economy,” as
students of traditional societies have suggested, rather than regarding
the very notion as an oxymoron.®
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In our own society, we still find traces of this logic in the caring be-
havior of people who live in close-knit communities. Ellen Montgom-
ery, a woman in her seventies, lives in a neat but badly run-down du-
plex in a predominantly African-American section of Philadelphia. She
has lived here all her life. Her grandmother, freed from slavery at age
6 by the Civil War, purchased the house in 1920. After her grand-
mother’s death, Ellen and two sisters kept the house, eventually raising
six children in its tiny rooms. The “neighborhood” surrounds the
house about five blocks in each direction. Only in the past few years, as
white students have come in search of inexpensive dwellings, has its
sense of neighborliness begun to erode. A large woman whose very
presence is commanding, Ellen has always been active in the commu-
nity. Despite long hours working as a maid in the suburbs and time
devoted to her children and grandchildren, helping others has been her
way of life. “It’s normal; just natural,” she says. “If I know you're sick
over there, I mean, I'll go over and see if there’s anything I can do for
you. If I saw you coming down the Pike or waiting on a bus or some-
thing, I mean, I'd pick you up. Or we’d call each other if we needed to
go to the doctor.” Stressing what a beautiful community it is, she em-
phasizes again that caring is just “the normal thing.” She knows her
neighbors; they know her. There is a common bond.

If Ellen Montgomery is right, the key to understanding caring for
others is the structure of community life. When community is strong,
caring will seem natural, even if it takes time away from the business of
making ends meet for ourselves and our families. Seeming natural, it
can happen with less thinking, less introspection, less deliberation.”
When this sense of community is lacking, the relationship between ma-
terial pursuits and caring behavior is likely to be strained. Helping the
needy may still be possible, but it will seem less natural. Rather than
being merely distinct from work and money, it will stand in sharper
contrast to these activities. It will be regarded as a trade-off, rather than
playing a complementary role in the moral economy of interpersonal
relations, and it will require more effort and planning. Being a caring
person will thus carry more symbolic importance, distancing people
from their work and material interests, at the same time that it becomes
more problematic. So will the needy themselves, as they shoulder the
responsibility of providing an animus to the materialism of contempo-
rary life.
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FroM COMMUNITY TO VOLUNTEER ORGANIZATIONS

The happy (perhaps mythical) communities of yesteryear in which ev-
eryone helped everyone else have, as we know, faded largely into the
dim recesses of our collective imaginations. The typical surburban
neighborhood owes its very existence to the fact that too many jobs
grew up in one part of the city for everyone to live nearby. At one time,
many of these neighborhoods may have been like company towns,
sending their breadwinners off to the same steel plant, automobile as-
sembly line, or commuter train. After a generation of plant relocations,
outmigration, and selective geographic mobility, however, most of
these neighborhoods have become settlements of people who have lit-
tle in common besides their gas grills and lawn mowers. Of course
backyard barbecues can revive a communal spirit in the suburbs. But
true needs are unlikely to be shared on such occasions—indeed, the
truly needy are unlikely to be invited at all.> They live some distance
away in an urban slum that seems remote and forbidding. Within the
surburban enclave itself, life may remain (as it was once described)
“remarkably tactful.”” But media images provide constant reminders
of deeper needs outside the community.

The more recent shift from heavy industry toward a service economy
has been widely hailed as a way to revive the communal spirit of the
suburbs. The faceless white concrete office buildings that have sprung
up in suburban office parks, however, generate little of the civic spirit
that once characterized the shopkeepers who earned their livings in the
public square. If anything, the service economy has actually contrib-
uted to the further depeopling of the suburbs. June Cleaver is no longer
at home all day to inquire about the comings and goings of her neigh-
bors. Child care is less likely to be the responsibility of the lady next
door than that of a for-profit day-care center located somewhere along
the route to work. Even the legendary paperboy, cycling through the
neighborhood with the local news, is likely to have been replaced by an
anonymous van speeding through the streets in predawn hours with
papers printed by laser signals from distant satellite stations.

The changing character of community has had profound conse-
quences for the ways in which Americans express concern for the
needy. Volunteer efforts, most studies show, continue to be wide-
spread. According to recent estimates, approximately 98 million Amer-
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icans engage in some type of volunteer activity on a regular basis, col-
lectively donating more than 20 billion hours of their time each year."’
Rather than diminishing with the increasing anonymity of contempo-
rary life, these efforts appear to be holding relatively stable and, if any-
thing, may be enlisting the commitment of more people today than a
decade or two ago. Even with increasing numbers of people in the
labor force, and with many people working longer hours, volunteer
efforts remain strong." Yet the most important, and frequently over-
looked, feature of these volunteer efforts is that their relationship to the
local community has shifted decisively away from the model described
by Tocqueville and so many of his successors.

Volunteer work has come increasingly to mean a donation of time to
some formally incorporated, tax-exempt, nonprofit organization. Slo-
gans about “community service” notwithstanding, helping one’s neigh-
bors has shifted largely away from activities performed as an integral
part of community life toward ones orchestrated by specialized organi-
zations whose aim is to draw people out of their regular routines into
some other type of service-oriented behavior. Indeed, current estimates
suggest that nearly three-quarters of all voluntary helping behavior in
the United States takes place in conjunction with such organizations,
whereas only a quarter consists of “informal” activities such as helping
a neighbor or friend on an ad hoc basis."

Other research demonstrates clearly how much of a disjuncture has
developed between volunteer efforts and the more natural forms of
caring that once characterized close-knit communities. In one national
survey respondents were asked who they could count on if someone in
their immediate family became ill and needed help. Factor analysis of
the responses yielded two clusters: those who said they could count on
their neighbors, friends, relatives, and fellow church or synagogue
members, on the one hand; and those who said they could count on
volunteers and social welfare agencies, on the other hand."

Churches and schools of course remain common locations for orga-
nized voluntary effort, attracting approximately half of all the people
who do any kind of volunteer work. Significantly, these organizations
retain the community ideal better than most, giving people a chance to
do something for themselves or their children while indirectly helping
others as well. Change in the wider definition of community, neverthe-
less, is making a profound impact even among these organizations.
Zoning ordinances in large numbers of cities make it impossible for
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churches to be built in actual residential neighborhoods. Members
drive farther to attend mega-churches where they know fewer people
but find programs tailored to more specialized tastes. Growing denom-
inational diversity at the local level means that churches often appear
to be serving sectarian interests rather than the community as a whole.
Schools and youth organizations may enlist parents as sponsors, boost-
ers, fund-raisers, coaches, and leaders. But these activities are likely to
be seen more as a contribution to one’s family than to the wider com-
munity, especially when magnet schools pull children away from local
neighborhoods and the majority of the neighborhood itself consists of
either young singles without children or empty nesters. With salaried
therapists, chaplains, and day-care specialists fulfilling the needs of
suburbanites themselves, the most likely outlet for genuine helping be-
havior, therefore, becomes the formal volunteer organization that spe-
cializes in providing services to strangers whose lifestyles and needs
are quite different from those of middle America itself.

The most significant consequence of these developments is occurring
at the level of moral understanding. Services themselves are being pro-
vided through an ever-expanding array of nonprofit organizations, es-
pecially as government programs undergo drastic cutbacks. It is, how-
ever, the moral meaning of these services that has changed. Consider,
for example, how different Norm Lundstrém’s experience with volun-
teer work has been from Ellen Montgomery’s sense that helping her
neighbors is simply natural and beautiful.

Having been raised in a small town, Norm Lundstrom always
thought fostering community spirit was a good thing to do. When he
first moved to suburban Minneapolis, he joined Kiwanis; he even
served a stint as president of the League of Women Voters. But after a
few years he dropped out. Nobody in the community knew him per-
sonally. They didn’t understand why he was so interested in volunteer
organizations. Instead of assuming that he was interested in the good
of the community, they told each other he must be power hungry,
doing these things to make himself feel stronger. Norm eventually de-
cided he didn’t need this kind of suspicion. He still believes he is a
good, other-regarding person. But he has more questions about his val-
ues, his commitments, and how to balance his own interests with those
of his community than he did before.

Whether they stay on as faithful volunteers or drop out after a few
bouts in the nonprofit ring, a sizable share of the American public reg-
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isters a mix of conviction and doubt similar to that expressed by Norm
Lundstrom. They worry that self-interest is corrupting the voluntary
sector but want it to remain pure, a bastion against the compromises
required in government and business." Being a caring person is now a
value that symbolizes the antithesis of materialism. In a society where
the normal rhythms of community are so obviously lacking, material-
ism provides a ready explanation of what has gone wrong. Caring be-
comes the antidote, a way of saving ourselves from utter destruction.
In the process, caring becomes all the more important as a value, but
more difficult to realize in our daily lives.

CARING AS AN ANTIDOTE TO MATERIALISM

The place to begin, if we are to grasp the precarious logic now replacing
the earlier communal idea of a moral economy, is a closer look at the
meaning of materialism. Surveys remind us that most Americans be-
lieve materialism is a serious problem in our society, despite the fact
that they themselves are pressing ever onward to make more money
and buy more things. In one study, 84 percent of the public agreed that
“too much emphasis on money” is a serious problem in our society.”” In
my labor force survey, 89 percent agreed that “our society is much too
materialistic.” In the same study, 71 percent said our society would be
better off if there was less emphasis on money, whereas only 4 percent
thought it would be worse off.

We have seen how materialism symbolizes a threat to the family.
Middle-class parents say it is corrupting their children. They worry
about the growing influence of advertising. Working-class families be-
lieve materialism is corroding society from the top down, causing the
affluent to be unconcerned about the common good. Both describe it as
a force antagonistic to family values. It is but a small step to believe that
materialism erodes our capacity to care deeply about people in general.

Wherever one goes, materialism’s incompatibility with caring is a
common theme. A woman in Los Angeles explains, “When you're con-
sumed with things, you can’t be consumed with the needs of people.”
“When people are materialistic,” a Minnesota man echoes, “it’s always
‘I” When people care, it’s ‘we.”” A Chicagoan elaborates, “As long as
you're being materialistic, it’s difficult to find room in your thoughts
and in your heart for people and relationships and love.”
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If this logic seems entirely sensible, it is nevertheless worth noting
that research on the actual relationship between materialism and car-
ing does not suggest any fundamental incompatibility. One study,
based on national survey data, showed that virtually the same percent-
ages of volunteers and nonvolunteers said “living a comfortable life”
was a personal value they regarded as absolutely essential.'® Another
study, also reporting national data, found no significant differences be-
tween volunteers and nonvolunteers on the importance they attached
to such materialistic values as providing a good home, furnishings,
and clothes, and traveling for pleasure.” Other national data, show-
ing a positive relationship between the number of hours people work
at their jobs each week and the likelihood that they will also be in
volved in community service projects, give indirect evidence of the
same pattern.'®

The trade-off between materialism and caring is nevertheless real in
the minds of many Americans. It is a trade-off rooted less in the fact
that people literally have to take time off from their work to help oth-
ers, or in reality have less money to spend on themselves when they
give money to charity, than in the fact that each has a moral meaning
that contradicts the other.

Materialism is not simply a feature of life that we despise, period. It
is a symbol, a token evil that stands for the deeper evils we sense rising
up from the lagoons of our half-realized fears. It symbolizes the break-
down of everything positive that community has stood for in the
American Dream. Materialism connotes trying to go it alone, rather
than recognizing one’s interdependence with others. It conjures up no-
tions of power, inequality, and ruthlessness, and its meanings include
the loss of community itself.” In the same way, caring ceases to be
something valued just for its own sake. It is important for reasons other
than the fact that people are in need or that it is simply a natural human
response to reach out toward others in pain. Caring has become a
loaded freight train, symbolizing the way to save ourselves from mate-
rialism, the way to demonstrate our virtue in the midst of a materialis-
tic culture, the way to resurrect a dying communal spirit.

Listen to what a New Jersey scientist has to say about materialism:
“We lost something. There was a time in this country when people did
care about each other. We were more interdependent. Now, the society
has started to believe that we're all independent.” For him, materialism
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is clearly something more than going shopping for a new VCR. It con-
jures up a contrast with the past; it becomes a trend in American life,
most clearly associated with a loss of community. Materialism really
means each person pursuing his or her self-interest, rather than retain-
ing that traditional sense of interdependence with others.

The same sense of loss, almost a nostalgic longing for the past, is
evident in a young Philadelphia woman’s remarks. “When you look
back, earlier in time, people didn’t have as much. They didn’t have
cars, but they did things more together as a community. They helped
more people. And now, people pretty much care about what they have,
and nothing else. It’s always ‘hooray for me, to hell with you. You don’t
have it, I'm sorry, that’s not my problem, I can’t help you.””

For many Americans, complaints about materialism may connote lit-
tle more than vague misgivings about the price of progress. Underly-
ing this concern, however, may be a conviction that the rules of society
have somehow been fundamentally altered, that money is now the
name of the game, leaving human relationships a distant second.

For example, Mark Latham still wants to believe that people are
more valuable than money, but his years on Wall Street exposed him to
an entirely different philosophy. The way the financial world thinks, he
explains, is that the person who values friends more than money is a
fool. The reason is simple: you can always fall back on money, but your
friends may let you down. Although he realizes that this is an extreme
view, he also recognizes that society is increasingly structured in a way
that allows many people to get along quite well, more on the basis of
money than on the basis of other people. “You aren’t forced to come
together with anyone; you can live all alone and survive.” The result,
he says, is that feeling a sense of community has become more difficult.
“I'm in my house; I get in my car; I drive wherever I want to go, like to
the mall. I don’t have to see anybody. You are able to have no contact
with anyone and survive.”

A different conception of the loss of community involves a replace-
ment of horizontal ties by vertical status barriers. Materialism also
stands for this sense of loss. It means that people have become obsessed
with whether they are better off or worse off than others, rather than
focusing on what they have in common. A Chicago woman explains: “I
think we’d all be better off if we cared less about what someone’s wear-
ing and what kind of a car they’re driving or where they’re living.” Not
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only does materialism become a measure of status; it creates its own
insecurities, a fear of falling, that make people less willing to be gener-
ous. Another Chicagoan draws out this connection: “[Materialism] is
the ‘what I've got” mentality. ‘I'll hold on to it no matter what.” But how
can you care for somebody else if you're always worried about what
you have and who's going to take it from you? If society judges you by
what you have, then you've got to keep it so you can be judged right.
How can you give it away to somebody?”

Materialism also means something artificial, less than basic to our
nature, that is foisted upon us, most often by business. Like a sponge,
it absorbs any of the latent discontent people (or their families) may
have with their employers. It focuses this discontent, providing an ex-
planation for the way life is when community in the workplace is lack-
ing. If the pace is too hectic to allow for intimacy, it is because one’s
employer is placing profits ahead of people.

A woman in Washington, D.C., for example, told about a recent
event her husband had experienced. To her, it illustrated the point per-
fectly: “Kevin and I had a death in the family this fall, and it was a real
stressful time at work. But it helped Kevin realize what is truly impor-
tant: just being with his family, being married to someone he loves.
He’s always running around, trying to make a deal. But what is impor-
tant is people. His business isn’t interested in anything but making a
buck. He was shaken out of that. We need relationships. That’s what
matters.”

When materialism means so much about what is wrong with our
world, caring then has to mean more as well. Instead of it being a short
walk to the door of our needy neighbor, it becomes a feat of supreme
effort, like climbing Mount Everest. It carries the weight of civilization
on its back. In caring we make a heroic stand on the battlefield for
good, we resist the forces of evil advancing against us, driving back the
foes that are threatening the very communal foundations of our soci-
ety, and in the process we get back to basics, rediscovering simpler
truths, the older principles on which people lived in bygone days, and
by siding with the good, we demonstrate that we ourselves must also
be good. This is why capitalism and compassion have always needed
each other, why the adulation of Mother Teresa and Donald Trump
springs from common cultural impulses: one saves us from the other.

A self-made multimillionaire, a man whose fortune owes much to
the much-maligned selling of high-priced “designer sneakers,” devotes
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most of his spare time to charitable and philanthropic activities. He
feels compelled to “get back to the fundamental intent of words like
honesty, charity, goodness, sensitivity, love.” He draws a close connec-
tion between the need “to constrain yourself” and “to help the other
guy out.” These virtues are to him “contrary to just compete, compete,
compete, compete, compete, acquire, consume, consume, consume.”
The latter, he says, “is capitalism, the unbridled capitalism, of which we
have in America become so enamored.” He’s looking for “a balance in
there somewhere.” Caring for others is fundamental to his search.

But helping others, perhaps paradoxically, becomes a way of re-
deeming ourselves without actually having to give up anything signifi-
cant. If caring is indeed an antidote to materialism, then it would seem
to work its magic better when it involves genuine sacrifices of money
and time. We must remember, however, that materialism stands
mainly for something other than money and time. It symbolizes im-
pending corruption in our values, more than it does anything about the
economics of our lifestyle. Materialism is a form of mental preoccupa-
tion, being too attached to our goods, not with having them in the first
place; it concerns how we pursue those goods, pushing other people
around, thinking of our own self-interest too much, not whether we
actually attain them. Caring is thus the perfect alchemy. It transforms
the meaning of our material pursuits without having to derail us in
more than token ways from those pursuits. Even a small act of generos-
ity is enough to demonstrate that a person really has the right set of
values.”

A Minnesota schoolteacher explains how this is possible: “You're not
a bad person just because you own a lot of material things. You're only
a bad person if these things mean more to you than everything else. In
that case, your priorities are screwed up and you're headed for trouble.
Of course somebody can always point the finger at you and say, “You
could have used that money to help somebody else.” But I don’t think
we need to give up everything to make this a better world. It’s just the
people who aren’t giving at all that are materialistic. We can have nice
things and still try to help. If everybody did that, there would be plenty
of help to go around.”

The heiress of a large family fortune in New York drives the point
home with even greater force. “It's not that you're a worse person if
you're rich, or a better person if you're not rich. It's a question of your
heart. Look at my father. He had all that money. But he’d always say
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‘reach out to me.” He’d say that to anybody. You know how good a
person is when you see how they treat somebody who can’t do them
any good back. If somebody can’t do me any good, and I'm nice to
them anyway, then you know I'm a good person.”

TaeE CHANGING MEANINGS OF VOLUNTEER WORK

Curious as it may seem, then, materialism provides the context in
which to understand why volunteer work has become so highly valued
in our society—and so deeply ambiguous. The more it distances us
from the self-interested, go-it-alone world of business and consump-
tion, the more symbolic benefit there is to be gained from it. This is why
volunteer efforts that have nothing to do with a person’s work so often
acquire value above those that are mere extensions of the workplace. It
is one of the factors that prompt a majority of Americans (57 percent)
to say they can do more to make the world a better place through activ-
ities outside their work than they can through their jobs.”' Physical dis-
tance from the workplace helps create the emotional distance we feel
we need. As a result, doing volunteer work can make a person feel
more different, perhaps more virtuous, than the one who slaves away
all day at the office.

A young banking official in Minneapolis came to this realization
when he was asked recently to help with a community service project
his company was sponsoring in an underdeveloped section of the city.
The project involved repair work on low-income housing to give peo-
ple a sense of pride in their homes and in their community. For this
official, the “fun part” turned out to be the work that was least similar
to his job. He says he really enjoyed wielding a power saw and interact-
ing with elderly women and teenagers from a different ethnic group.
What he intensely disliked were the parts that resembled his regular
work. “Half of it was administration and paperwork; that was just
awful.” Other volunteers speak often of having more freedom than
they do at work, doing things that seem more exciting, experiencing
closer bonds with fellow volunteers, and gaining enjoyment from
meeting different kinds of people.

People who work on assembly lines or in cramped offices might well
cherish the variety they can experience at a local shelter for the home-
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less. These are not the only people, however, who feel volunteer work
awakens something inside them that cannot gain expression through
their work. A New York theater director, for example, draws a sharp
contrast between his life in the city, working with adults, and the vol-
unteer work he does for American Field Service (which he belonged to
as a child himself): “It’s relaxing to be out of the city. It has this camp
atmosphere. It keeps me in touch with the kids, with what’s going on
in younger people’s minds.” He says he relishes the time he spends
doing this volunteer work, the values it stands for, and what it contrib-
utes to his sense of self.

Serving the community through volunteer work takes on added sig-
nificance in the United States because the world of work itself is gener-
ally regarded as a place where caring is absent. There may be isolated
pockets of co-workers in which caring takes place, making workers
themselves feel more or less wanted and respected.”” But business as a
whole is not regarded as a caring institution. Precisely the opposite. A
majority of Americans think business is doing too little to help the
needy.” Two out of three people say their own preference when con-
ducting business is to keep things strictly on a business level, rather
than developing close personal ties with people. And nearly half (47
percent) agree it is necessary to be thick skinned in order to be good in
business. None of this is to deny the fact that American business has
often played an active role in promoting charitable activities. Indeed,
half of all employed Americans say their companies encourage em-
ployees to donate money to United Way and other charities, nearly half
say their company itself has donated money to a charitable organiza-
tion, a third say their company directly sponsors community service
projects, and a quarter say employees are given released time or other
incentives to participate in such projects. The reality of the situation,
however, may be less important than public perceptions, not just of
business alone, but of the broader materialism and breakdown of com-
munity that business represents.

For many people, volunteer work is also a way of keeping something
alive that was lost when they chose a career. They had high ideals, but
(as we have seen) talk about their careers as being a result of circum-
stances, something they fell into not for the money so much as for the
convenience of it or the fit that seemed to be present with their inter-
ests. In the process, however, something got left out, a part of their
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personality had to be shelved, and the variety they expected turned out
not to be so great after all. They feel it is important to do something in
addition.

Barbara Jako, a public services administrator in New York, remem-
bers the exact day she became interested in doing volunteer work.
“Mother’s Day, 1979,” she says. “I went to church that morning with
my family, and Father O’Hara asked for volunteers who would spend
a year working with him at $10 a week plus room and board helping
homeless teenagers in Times Square.” A senior in high school at the
time, Barbara was deeply moved by Father O'Hara’s message. She
wrote to him asking for more information and seriously contemplated
accepting his challenge. But common sense got the best of her. She de-
cided she really needed to go on to college. The hardship of $10 a week
appealed less and less to her the more she thought about it. She went
on to college, took a job, and now works nine to five doing challenging
supervisory and committee work. But one part of her still hears Father
O’Hara’s call. So to keep this voice alive, she spends every Monday
evening at a shelter in the city for homeless teenagers. “It’s just my way
of giving something back,” she explains.

The connections drawn between materialism and the quest for com-
munity in our society also shape our understanding of volunteer work
by convincing us that it is more blessed to give of one’s time than of
one’s money.** This view is of course advanced by volunteer organiza-
tions themselves in an effort to get people to give time and money,
rather than money alone. The problem is that money is devalued in the
bargain. People figure it makes little difference whether they give
money or not; time is the really important thing. So they give time
when they can but otherwise go around feeling guilty. A woman in
Chicago who gives money to charities on a regular basis, for example,
says she still feels guilty because she has tried to do volunteer work and
can never find the time to keep it up. A man in New York donates
money sporadically to several charities, but when asked why, he fum-
bles for words. “I don’t know why. It probably doesn’t do any good.
Who knows? I suppose it doesn’t do any harm either. At least it makes
me feel good.”

Views such as these still generate enough charitable giving that the
nonprofit sector has been able to function reasonably well. It is esti-
mated, for example, that three-quarters of all American households give
at least some amount to charity each year. Nevertheless, analysts of this
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behavior believe it is often regarded so casually, and grounded in such
sporadic habits, that it may be far lower than it could be. In one recent
national study, for example, the average household donation for the
year totaled only $734, a mere 2 percent of average household income.”

People who do give money also tend to believe it is better to give to
an organization to which they also give time. That way they know the
“inner workings,” as hospital chaplain Amy Oldenburg notes. Many
people say they give money to their church for this reason. They attend
regularly, they know the people, so they believe the money is likely to
be well spent. Besides, they themselves are getting something out of
being there. “You’d pay money to go to a movie,” observes Jena For-
sythe, “so why not pay to go to church?”

People who do volunteer work, though, still generally find them-
selves bombarded with requests for money from other voluntary agen-
cies. Consequently, the image of the voluntary sector as a whole has
begun to suffer. Many people fear these agencies may be purveyors of
materialism itself, rather than impregnable bulwarks against it. Organ-
izations that just send solicitations in the mail, people often figure, are
trying to rip you off. If it is necessary to give to an organization outside
one’s community, it is thus preferable to support a smaller charity than
a large one. The big ones are too much like bureaucracies and too little
like the ideal supportive community. Bureaucracies are burdened with
high administrative costs that prevent the money from getting through
to those most in need. People feel particularly incensed when they
learn that some charity they thought represented the old-fashioned vir-
tues of neighborhood responsibility, like the local volunteer fire com-
pany, was really using professional fund-raisers (“from the outside”)
to help them win support. They prefer to give five bucks to the kid next
door who comes around soliciting for a project at school.

Giving money, while not as valued as giving time, nevertheless can
function as a way of placating emotions. Having no sense of ongoing
obligation to these organizations, people respond when they happen
to feel like it. According to surveys, fewer than one person in twelve
makes an advance commitment to support charitable organizations
(other than a church) with a pledge, and an equally small number tries
to give a certain total amount each year; the vast majority make a de-
cision about each separate gift.** Qualitative information from do-
nors suggests a similar conclusion. Something catches their attention:
perhaps a picture of an orphan in a magazine, a beggar with a dirty
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glove thrust in one’s face, an urgent appeal from a speaker on televi-
sion. “Sometimes I just get a hair-brained idea, so I give,” one woman
explains.

People living in close, interdependent communities would not re-
spond to a sick or bereaved neighbor this way. When these communi-
ties no longer exist, however, giving to charity comes to depend much
more on the mood of the moment. Many people say it depends on
whether they have some spare cash. Others admit it makes a differ-
ence if they are feeling generous, like at Thanksgiving or Christmas.
The gift can no longer be taken for granted as part of what people are
expected to do. Each decision to give involves a choice. Indeed, some
people find it especially irksome when their company expects them to
donate to United Way or when their church suggests they pledge a
certain amount of money each year. They consider these unwelcome
attempts to influence their decisions. True giving must come from
within, reflecting something about a person’s values, how he or she
derives good feelings, the nature of empathy, the alleviation of guilt.

Most people vehemently deny that guilt has anything to do with
their giving and volunteering. The changes that have taken place in the
moral logic of American life over the past generation, however, cry out
for guilt to be registered and acknowledged. When June Cleaver was
free of household and workplace obligations, she gave generously of
her time to neighbors and civic organizations alike. The Cleavers’ sons
and daughters may now be giving as much time to volunteer efforts as
anyone (and even more than their father did), but somehow this may
not seem to be enough. Their mother’s model still guides their think-
ing. A good neighbor should do more.

A young woman in Washington, D.C., for example, says her mother
was a “real activist” who spent most of her time doing volunteer work
in the community, helping the poor, organizing benefits, and encour-
aging her family to be more concerned about social issues. Her
mother’s example, she feels, had a lot to do with her decision to become
a clinical social worker. Still, she feels guilty because she is not doing
volunteer work herself. She fantasizes about getting involved with
Habitat for Humanity once she is more established in her career. At
present, though, all she can do is visit a shelter once a year at Christ-
mas. She says her life is just “too hectic” for anything else right now.
But she also worries that she’s becoming corrupted by selfishness.

This view adds pressure to the harried lives that people already lead.
It also encourages most people who volunteer at all to do so in small,
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symbolic doses, like taking their families to homeless shelters on
Thanksgiving. Volunteer agencies are, in fact, set up to take what they
can get, dividing the labor, filling short time slots, and using volunteers
for odd jobs that busy professionals cannot complete. Most of us, of
course, would not treat needs in our own families this way. When the
need is close to us, we give wholeheartedly; when it is distant, we dole
out help in small doses. One’s own child, seized with appendicitis in
the middle of the night, will not wait; a stranger’s child on the other
side of town will have to make do, whether the volunteer center is
staffed that night or not. Overcommitted volunteers may feel guilty
about the consequences, but the choice to stay or to quit, they believe,
is still theirs.

Jena Forsythe, the Wall Street broker, tries to be a big sister for a
teenage girl she met through a volunteer organization, but there is no
connection between this activity and her work, so Jena has trouble find-
ing the time for it and often feels guilty. “I didn’t call her on Thursday
and I felt really guilty,” she admits. “I've been thinking to myself, God,
if I can’t even call one person, I must really be selfish.” Sometimes Jena
thinks she’d better quit before this girl becomes too attached to her. So
she helps a little, but she still feels guilty.

If guilt is not commonly recognized as a motive for wanting to do
volunteer work, good feelings nevertheless have become a vital part of
the meaning of community service. Were one to pitch in alongside one’s
neighbors to sandbag the levee and keep the community from flood-
ing, good feelings might result, but they would scarcely be the deter-
mining motive. Putting in an extra Saturday at the lab searching for a
vaccine against AIDS might be enormously meaningful, but it would
also be so similar to the rest of one’s work, so much a part of the serious
side of life, that a momentary emotional “high” would probably pale as
a decisive consideration. When volunteer work has to be generated in
contrast to the rest of life, however, extraordinary feelings may become
its most prized result. There is often a heightened emphasis on what
these activities contribute to the person. Self-fulfillment becomes the
key word. This means personal enrichment, a widening of experience,
a feeling that one is indeed a good, worthy human being. The logic is
not so much to benefit one’s community for its own sake, but to do
something that rounds out the person’s own life, something that is dif-
ferent from one’s work.

What keeps Jena Forsythe volunteering is chiefly the good feelings
she derives from it. She says it is “fun” to watch this girl grow and
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discover new ideas. She even admits there is an “ego thing” involved,
“instant gratification” from making a difference, like the rush she expe-
riences from making a big junk bond sale. Except there’s a qualitative
difference. “Maybe it’s spiritual gratification,” she ventures. “It’s just
my way of trying to make a difference.” And yet she seldom sees tangi-
ble results in the community itself. So the feelings she receives become
all the more valuable, especially because they must compensate for her
guilt.

Searching for good feelings encourages people to seek volunteer ex-
periences likely to generate these feelings. Working with an apprecia-
tive recipient for an hour a week becomes a better choice than doing
administrative work. This is another reason why giving money is de-
valued. It is done in hopes of alleviating guilt or generating an emo-
tional high; it may subtract from our resources but add nothing to our
lives. People talk about it as being too indirect, as not making a discern-
ible difference, as not giving them a sense of personal satisfaction, like
giving of one’s time.

“I don't feel anything when I write out a check,” is the way Audrey
Cole explains the difference. The volunteer work she does for Amnesty
International and for various feminist organizations in Minnesota
speaks deeply to her sense of who she is. This is “where my values are
at,” she says. And she gives money, too. But she gains little satisfaction
from doing so. She seldom senses that it makes any difference. Intel-
lectually, she thinks it probably does; emotionally, she’s not so sure.
“Nobody comes up to me and says, ‘That’s a good idea’ or ‘thanks for
helping out.”” She admits she needs this, just to know she is doing
something constructive.

In the end, volunteer work that is separated both from one’s immedi-
ate community and from one’s gainful employment becomes much like
another leisure activity. The time it requires competes with the things
we would like to do for fun, for ourselves, or for our families. It, too,
must be fun to keep us involved. It is part of the discretionary arena of
our lives, a matter of choice and personal interest. Thus, many people
excuse themselves from doing it at all, saying they do not have the
knack for it or lack the time. They mean they do not have the time they
need to do their own work and maintain themselves mentally and
emotionally. As a working woman in San Diego explains, “I just need
that time for myself, I need it to keep myself together mentally.” Or,
says a working woman in Massachusetts who occasionally does volun-
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teer work for a Head Start program: “Part of me would like to be able
to put more time into it, but part of me is saying, no you have to keep
that time for yourself. So it’s a struggle with balancing my time.” And
since it is leisure activity, it should also nurture one’s family. “I'll do it
if it involves Girl Scouts, or something like that where my daughter
benefits,” says a man in Louisiana. “It's got to be with the family; I
wouldn’t go out and shoot pool with the guys either.”

HELPING IN THE HELPING PROFESSIONS

There is, however, another type of person who integrates volunteer
work and paid work more closely. These people are often in the help-
ing professions, doing work that already involves caring. They do not
have to seek out special opportunities to pit compassion against the
perceived onslaught of materialism in our society. Yet they too become
volunteers. A librarian in Portland, for example, spends several eve-
nings a month on a volunteer project concerned with developing infor-
mation facilities for the disabled. The project grew directly from her
work: she saw the need, realized nobody was doing anything about it,
and felt responsible to get something started. A New Jersey dietician
drives to a pregnancy counseling clinic thirty miles away once a week
where she advises mothers-to-be on how to eat right. A Chicago banker
who lives in the suburbs spends one night a week at a crisis center in
another part of the city giving free financial advice. Why do people like
this do volunteer work? And with what cultural consequences?

For many aspiring professionals, doing volunteer work is a way to
move up in their careers. Providing counseling or legal services free of
charge gives them valuable experience. It looks good on their résumés
to have organized a community fund-raising drive. Later, they may
take on extra cases to catch their boss’s attention. Self-employed profes-
sionals sometimes speak of such projects as trial balloons: if they suc-
ceed, consider them a good investment; if they fail, call them volunteer
work. In such instances, providing voluntary services may not be a
very good way of restraining the hours one works at all. Volunteering
simply extends work into the other areas of one’s life. The responsibil-
ity many professionals feel toward their work, whether it is for pay or
for free, may in fact add to the sense that there is too much to do and too
little time in which to do it. For people like this, doing volunteer work
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probably does not change the pace of their lives as much as reading a
good novel or taking a walk in the woods.

How then, if at all, does volunteer work provide a restraint on eco-
nomic commitments? Probably much the way it did for farmers and
craftspeople when they devoted their skills to helping out their neigh-
bors: not so much by changing the pace, but by changing one’s orien-
tation. The clinical social worker in Washington, D.C., who does volun-
teer work with the homeless recognizes that this activity resembles her
paid work a great deal. She even worries that she is doing it to gain
experience. But she also feels it broadens her, gives her a different per-
spective, and puts balance in her life. “I think it adds a different aspect
to my life. It takes me out of my day-to-day job and gives me a differ-
ent perspective. I've always liked to have something else to give me
balance.”

Doing volunteer work provides a contrast for some professionals be-
cause it harks back to the basic values that drew them into their profes-
sion in the first place. A Chicago man, for example, explains that his
wife recently decided to take a promotion to an administrative job at
the hospice where she works. Part of the reason was to expand the
family budget because their children were nearing college age. Partly,
it was to accept a challenge set before her. But moving into administra-
tion also meant less direct contact with dying patients. The answer was
to work and do volunteer work as well.

Doing good deeds voluntarily can be particularly effective for mak-
ing a symbolic stand against materialism and everything it represents.
Like the heiress who insists that helping others shows she is a good
person, professionals sometimes need to do something dramatic, too,
to show they have not been personally corrupted by affluence. For the
past two years a New Jersey social worker has been donating five
hours a week to counsel AIDS patients free of charge. She says her
private practice has become “pretty lucrative” and this is a way to give
something back. A wealthy publisher takes on projects he knows will
lose money just because they uphold values he feels are lacking in the
marketplace. A college senior risks damage to her grade-point average
in molecular biology to direct a play because she feels somebody needs
to “make a statement” about what is wrong in today’s world.

There is, however, one important respect in which professionals’ vol-
unteer work contrasts radically with neighbors in the same community
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helping each other. The sense of reciprocity that typically prevails in a
community is likely to be limited or lacking entirely. To be sure, profes-
sionals may become involved in volunteer work as a favor to another
member of their trade, hoping perhaps that this favor will earn them
something in return. But in most cases, the volunteer work itself is un-
likely to be performed for or with one’s immediate neighbors. It is
likely to be done for a client who is unable to reciprocate. It may not
even be the norm among one’s co-workers to engage in such activities.
Reasons for going the extra mile, therefore, must to a greater extent
come from within the individual.

Under these circumstances, good feelings are likely to play an impor-
tant role in legitimating caring behavior, just as they do for other kinds
of volunteers. “Why spend my evenings and weekends tutoring under-
privileged students?” a Chicago physicist muses. “I guess because it
gives me a charge.” Thinking about the extra time he spends with
youth at his church, a Nashville pastor gives a similar response: “It’s
fun!”

Good feelings, however, generally falter when it comes to more seri-
ous sacrifices of one’s time. A Los Angeles family planner who gets up
at 4 o’clock every morning to wage war against pickets from Operation
Rescue does not think of the time she donates as fun. Nor does the
woman who counsels AIDS patients. For professionals like these, the
extra effort it takes to do volunteer work stems from deep introspection
about their values. Neither money nor community norms are enough
to drive them the extra mile. They want more out of life than their work
alone provides. As they try to think through their values, it helps them
to find alternative settings. As they donate time in these settings, their
values often become further unsettled. “Why am I doing this?” is a
question they struggle to answer.

SymBoLic Uses oF THE POOR

All this suggests that the poor play a strong symbolic function in the
lives of middle-class Americans. The poor help us see another side of
ourselves, express another set of values. It isn’t so much that we fear
becoming poor ourselves. It's more that we have become poor in spirit,
impoverished in our ability to express deeper human values, living as
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we do in anonymous middle-class suburban communities. So we reach
out, trying to find a more authentic existence by engaging in token
service projects for the poor.

What exactly do the poor symbolize? Among the many images that
middle- and working-class Americans carry around in their heads,
three images of the poor stand out with particular clarity: the poor as
carriers of wholesome values, the poor as victims of materialism, and
the poor as an opportunity for service. Each of these images conveys
some truth about the reality of poverty in the United States, but they
are collectively even more revealing of how the majority of Americans
are struggling to rediscover their souls.

As carriers of wholesome values, the poor provide a romanticized image
of something important that has been lost in America’s headlong rush
to achieve material success. What we think has been lost is what we see
surviving among the poor. It is no longer their closeness to the land, the
image of being “dirt poor,” that once attracted so many comfortable
suburbanites to romanticize the suffering of rural America during the
Great Depression. Nor is it the raw, uncivilized manners, the course
humor, or the untamed muscularity that once provided a stark coun-
terpoint to the pallid gentility of the bourgeoisie. Middle Americans
who romanticize the poor are now taken chiefly with the idea of a lost
sense of caring.

“I lived with a family in the slums of Mexico City for two months,”
recalls a businesswoman in Los Angeles. “They were wonderful. They
just loved me and took care of me. I learned so much from them.”
Another person told of traveling in the third world and being im-
pressed by the way families in rural villages cared for each other
despite their poverty. Still another, an Asian woman who has become
an advocate for the poor in her city, believes a lot of poor people at
least have strong ethnic ties that are lacking among white, middle-class
individualists.

The reason the poor seem so caring, we tell ourselves, is that they
remain unfettered by the bonds of materialism. Their lives are unclut-
tered with toys and trinkets; all they have is each other. They have to
care. Oh, that we could be like them. It is like journeying back in time
to be among them, refreshing in fact to spend a few hours in their
midst. This view is particularly prominent when the poor themselves
live in some other setting than our own, perhaps one that neither
threatens our way of life nor makes claims on our tax dollars.
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As victims of materialism, the poor serve up a remarkably dramatic
illustration to many privileged but concerned Americans of what is
wrong with their economic system. This imagery generally stops short
of pronouncing the entire system corrupt and needing to be replaced.
It does, however, lead many observers into an analysis of how the
work ethic and the American Dream that went with it are finally reach-
ing a breaking point. The continuing presence of grinding, endemic,
inescapable poverty for so many in the United States points to the pos-
sibility that materialism has become excessive.

Specifically what has gone wrong with the American system is a
matter of contention nowadays, just as it always has been. But with
homeless people crowding subways and bus stations in ever more vis-
ible numbers, armchair diagnosticians seldom falter for words. “It was
Reagan,” one man begins. “His crowd wanted to make mega-bucks
fast, and now look where we're at.” Says another man, it was the labor
unions that caused the trouble. They hired people who could scarcely
read or write, paid them big wages, but then had to lay them off be-
cause products could no longer be priced competitively. The unem-
ployed, having no real skills, now find themselves on the street.
“Maybe what we need is a little more socialism,” ventures a New York
woman. “I know they’re tearing that down in Eastern Europe, but I
look at Donald Trump, and I say, it’s just not right for some people to
have so much and others to have so little.”

Political analysts make much of the differences between those who
see problems with the American system and those who don’t. There is
a common thread that runs through both types of comments, however.
Consider how a Minnesota businessman describes the most vivid case
of poverty he had dealt with in recent memory. She was one of his
office staff, a divorced mother of two, so destitute that she could no
longer pay her grocery bills. The problem? Her husband. His problem?
He’d become so materialistic that he was driving a fancy car, spending
too much money, building up gambling debts. Some people just con-
ceptualize the problem more at the individual level than others. But in
either case, the underlying issue is materialism. This is what the needy
symbolize.

Even “blaming the victim” is never as far removed from these con-
ceptions of victimization as political analysts would like to think. If the
system is at fault, then surely the victims must be blameless. There is,
however, plenty of room in middle-class Americans’ views of the poor
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for spreading the blame. Why are the poor that way? Something has
gone wrong with our system. We are not quite sure what. Maybe it
is that the system generally promotes materialism instead of commu-
nity and caring. But maybe the trouble is more subtle than that. Ma-
terialism need not mean that the whole system is off base, only that
some part of its logic has gotten out of kilter. It can mean a malignment
of values, perhaps the very decoupling of work and money that so
deeply characterizes the middle class itself. Sensing half consciously
that we have begun to think this way in our own lives, it is easy to see
it in stark relief as the trouble with the poor. They want material things
but fail to see the importance of working hard to get them. “No wonder
they are in the shape they are in,” remarks a businessman. “You give
‘em a job and they don’t even get to work on time.” Or the poor simply
become extreme manifestations of the difficulty everyone has knowing
how to handle their money wisely. Says another man, “You have to
treat them like children; they wouldn’t know what to do with money if
they had it.”

As an opportunity for service, the poor give middle- and working-class
Americans a chance to redeem themselves by doing something other
than advancing their careers and spending their earnings in the quest
for a comfortable life. The same people who may romanticize the poor,
and who may argue that materialism totum bonum is at fault, will then
throw up their hands, pleading too little knowledge of politics or eco-
nomics to suggest solutions. What they do see in the poor, however, is
a way to save themselves. The secret is to help one individual, hope-
fully a person with whom one can identify, giving that person a “lift,”
so that he or she can climb out of poverty and become more like us.

“If I could recommend something,” says a Philadelphia man, “I'd
say get out there and teach somebody, even if it’s just one person. If
you give him bread, he’ll feel like a beggar. But if you teach him to
grow wheat, he’ll have dignity. I think that’s what we all want.” A
Tennessee man sees special benefits for the caregiver, too. “In the op-
portunity to help people materially,” he explains, “lies the chance to
express our compassion.” If people are in touch with the God of com-
passion, he says, then they will need an outlet for their own desire to
care.

A woman who pastors a suburban church in Los Angeles gives per-
haps the most revealing example of all. Watching people in her congre-
gation working with the homeless for the past few years, she has begun
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to wonder who is really helping whom. It would be just as effective, she
figures, to send money or spend time lobbying city government to do
more. The chief value of getting people directly involved with the
homeless is that these volunteers have to confront themselves. “They
sometimes realize they’re all gross and ugly, just like the homeless;
they just have better ways of hiding it.” Other people have confronted
their own alcoholism by working with the homeless. “They see where
they could end up.” Sometimes the messages are less politically correct,
too. Like the people who come away feeling proud of themselves: “I've
worked hard for what I have; the homeless haven’t.” Sometimes, too,
people come away feeling superior just because they’ve helped some-
one less fortunate than themselves: “It’s nice to feel like you have an
upper hand on somebody, that there’s somebody under you who
needs your help, and that makes you feel good.”

THE CLOAK OF IGNORANCE

The problem we have with really coming to grips with poverty, hunger,
and other desperate needs in our society lies ultimately in the fact that
we seldom see these needs at all when we look at them. All we see is a
projection of ourselves. The needy appear in our minds as distorted
inversions of the materialism that obsesses us. As long as we refuse to
understand it, we have no hope of understanding the needy in our
midst either.

The most basic feature of our obsession with materialism is that we
prefer to regard it as a mysterious force, an evil spirit of some kind that
beckons, possesses, but does so in a way that no mortal can under-
stand. It is this same mysterious presence, projected onto the poor, that
prevents us from thinking clearly about the issues involved. Asked
what should be done to help the poor, otherwise articulate middle-
class professionals suddenly grope for words. They profess ignorance.
This, they say, enters the realm of politics and economics, neither of
which is possible for ordinary people to understand. Probably it will
take experts to figure it out. We are not so sure that even the experts
know what to do.

Because materialism is seen by the most prescient in our midst as a
system, a vast complex of social institutions, the needy are also thought
to be part of this system. This too prevents us from probing further. The
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problem, liberal-minded individuals say, must be capitalism. In what
way? Well, somewhere along the line it failed to reward certain kinds
of people. And then things got worse, so that these people had diffi-
culty climbing back into the system’s incentive structure. After a while,
even they began to depend on being where they were. You cannot re-
form the whole system, though. Maybe some tinkering here and there
is what it takes. We are not quite sure.

What we can do is suggest the importance of being compassionate at
the individual level. It seems callous, we must recognize, to throw up
our hands and say that nothing at all can be done. So the solution is to
look after that one needy person we know. Make a small difference.
Give one person hope (that person or ourself?). It makes us feel better
just knowing we’ve done something.

“When I think of the whole system, how big it is, and how out of
control—it’s very overwhelming!” The speaker is a woman who has
thought a lot about what’s wrong with America. She is no flag-waving
patriot. She’s been on the streets herself, seen the destitute, tried to help
them. She has to do something, but working at the individual level is all
she can think of; anything else is, as she says, too overwhelming. “If an
individual will just look at one other individual and see the need, then
you can do something to help out.”

What must not be done, though, is actually to give the poor money.
To do so will only corrupt them. Why? They are pure, truly deserving
because they have no money, because they stand apart from the forces
of materialism that threaten the rest of society. To give them money is
like putting children with bad teeth in a candy store. They won't be
able to resist. Furthermore, the antimaterialist orientation of the middle
class leads readily to assertions about the importance of other values,
relative to money itself. What’s important? Surely not just having
money. The basic values in life are self-esteem, knowledge, knowing
how to be self-reliant, taking responsibility for the poor. They need to
be taught these virtues. This is another reason why volunteering is bet-
ter than philanthropy. Spend time tutoring the needy. Take canned
goods and blankets to shelters for the homeless. Remember the needi-
est by helping at a volunteer center in one’s free time.

Hungry mouths are then fed, at least on Thanksgiving. The news
media pick up the story and report it everywhere. Times are hard?
Well, thank goodness for the volunteers. With a little sleight of hand,
journalists can prove to the public that when needs arise, volunteer
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activity increases apace. Let’s not make our news stories too complex.
The public wouldn’t understand. After all, they are sort of ignorant. It’s
best anyway to be upbeat about what we write. Who wants to read
about bad news all the time. Stories about volunteering should be the
bright side of the news. So not to worry. A little token community ser-
vice can go a long way toward restraining our materialism—psycho-
logically. An hour here. A dollar there. The giving is relatively painless.
It only haunts us in the midnight hours when we ask, “Why am I doing
this?” Some of the answers are ones we do not like to consider.



Chapter Eleven

THE QUEST FOR SPIRITUALITY:
AMBIGUOUS VOICES FROM AMERICA’S
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES

contrast between the pursuit of material gain and the life of

the spirit. “I undertook great works ... owned possessions . ..
amassed silver and gold . . . found pleasure in all my labor, and . . . this
was my reward . . . it was futility, all of it, and a chasing of the wind, of
no profit under the sun,” proclaimed one of the early Hebrew writers.'
The patristic John Chrysostom vehemently denounced the love of
money. “Like a fire catching a wood, that desolates and destroys all
around,” he wrote, “this passion has laid waste the world.”? St. Au-
gustine’s denunciation of the lust for material gain was scarcely less
mild, likening the person who sought security in riches to a fish caught
in a net or an animal flailing in a trap.’ Centuries later, St. Francis de
Sales admonished his followers that their hearts should “be open to
heaven alone and impervious to riches and all other transitory things.”
The heavenly spirit, he cautioned, must never become captive to
earthly goods, for these possessions are like poison, debilitating the
whole body with an avaricious fever that may not even be recognized
or excused with all sorts of high-sounding commitments.*

Only in the Protestant teachings that grew out of the Reformation
did this extreme separation of the material from the spiritual come to
be challenged, and even then the positive connection portrayed be-
tween the two was often less straightforward than later interpreters
were to assume. “There is almost no one whose resources permit him
to be extravagant who does not delight in lavish and ostentatious ban-
quets, bodily apparel, and domestic architecture; who does not wish to
outstrip his neighbors in all sorts of elegance; who does not wonder-
fully flatter himself in his opulence,” Calvin wrote in his famous Insti-
tutes, and he concluded, such people “are certainly defiled by these

SINCE EARLIEST TIMES, religious leaders have drawn a sharp
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vices.”® Indeed, even in theological treatises written long after the Ref-
ormation, seeking God is generally presented as a higher calling than
the quest for money. Faith requires allegiance to things unseen, not
security in one’s labor or possessions. The love of money is indeed the
root of all evil, for it replaces God with something transient and
ephemeral.

How is it, then, that a nation as prosperous, as hardworking, and as
governed by the quest for economic profits as the United States can
also espouse an overwhelming religious faith, claim near-universal be-
lief in God, and devote itself regularly to the teachings of its numerous
churches, synagogues, meeting places, and fellowship halls? Has the
ancient tension between the material and the spiritual dissolved in the
secular prosperity of American society? Or does spirituality still pro-
vide an effective rein on the nation’s passion for work and money?

THE RELIGIOUS HERITAGE

To suggest that spirituality might restrain economic behavior is, of
course, to fly in the face of what most people understand to have been
the case in American history. Religious teachings seldom deterred
people from working hard and making money; they encouraged it.
The Puritans, after all, became known for their divinely sanctioned
emphasis on hard work and frugality, traits that despite the Puritans’
disdain for worldly possessions often resulted in precisely that sort of
accumulation.

These teachings, however, represent only one side of the American
religious tradition. The ascetic moralists, as we have seen, drew from
biblical texts to argue that work and money were not the ultimate val-
ues in life. Although the importance of working hard and saving has
often been defended on religious grounds, arguments cautioning
against these puritan-like virtues can also be found with considerable
frequency and consistency. The problem with saving for the future is
that it encourages people to trust too much in themselves rather than
realizing their dependence on God. Like the rich fool in the New Testa-
ment who built large barns to store his crops, the fool of today finds
that his life may also be snuffed out in an instant. Instead of saving, one
should live generously, trusting in God to provide. Frequently cited is
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the example of John Wesley, who wrote in 1744, “if I leave behind me
ten pounds ... you and all mankind [may] bear witness against me,
that I have lived and died a thief and a robber,” and who indeed died
with only a few coins in his pocket, having given everything else to the
poor.®

Working hard has also been criticized because it too can provide a
false sense of security. Believers have been admonished to spend their
time storing up treasures in heaven by doing deeds of kindness for the
needy, engaging in prayer and Bible study, and helping spread the
gospel through their churches. Even the Puritans have come to be seen
in a more balanced perspective as a people who worked hard, but
whose sense of time was much more intimately associated with the
rhythms of nature and the inscrutable ways of God than with the con-
temporary pace of assembly lines, trading floors, intercontinental
travel, and electronic communication. Harvard historian David Hall,
taking the life of one New England merchant as a detailed case study,
has written perceptively: “[His] sense of time was ahistorical. Time was
really timeless in a world where the coincidences mattered, and not the
passing moment. Like the artisans who fashioned New England grave-
stones, he overrode the rhythm of the clock with the time-scheme of the
coming kingdom and the resurrection of the saints.””

Deeply ingrained in American religion also is an orientation that di-
minishes the importance of the struggle for material success. Arguing
that heavenly rewards tend to differ from earthly rewards, this per-
spective has given solace to the downtrodden, telling them that true
spirituality can only be obtained by the poor, that the wealthy cannot
know God as deeply, and that loyalties to church, family, helping oth-
ers, and seeking deeper knowledge of God should take precedence
over secular aspirations. Such teachings have been noted historically in
the slave religions of the antebellum South, in populist folk religions,
and in the otherworldly orientations of urban pentecostalist sects, and
they can still be found in fundamentalist and evangelical writings
today. Counseling its readers to shun “the model of self-actualization
that is at the root of many contemporary career-development materi-
als,” for example, a Christian magazine suggests that the New Testa-
ment concept of servanthood should be interpreted as the idea “of
taking the lowly place, of doing the menial work, and of receiving no
immediate reward for doing so.”® People should not be unhappy with
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humble, obscure jobs that fail to meet their career expectations, it cau-
tions, because they can still find ways to tell others in these situations
about Jesus.

The religious heritage, then, has at least the potential for curbing
material appetites. And yet many people wonder today whether reli-
gious institutions any longer have anything to say on these matters—
and if they do, whether anybody is listening. Former U.S. Steel execu-
tive William Diehl says, for example, that never in thirty years did his
church (which he attended faithfully) give him any guidance in how to
apply his spirituality to his work. “I received no affirmation, no train-
ing, no support, and no prayers,” he recalls. “There was absolutely no
connection between Sunday and Monday.””

CHANGING PATTERNS OF AMERICAN RELIGION

In the 1950s, when Will Herberg was collecting information for his
widely read book Protestant—Catholic—Jew, American life seemed to be
guided overwhelmingly by its religious institutions. So powerful were
these institutions that Herberg considered it virtually un-American not
to be affiliated with at least one of the major faiths."’ That sense of
religious power is in many ways still evident today. On the surface at
least, it is impressive that 85 percent of Americans have received reli-
gious training during their childhoods, 84 percent believe God is a
heavenly father to whom they can pray, three-quarters think Jesus was
the Son of God, 71 percent believe in life after death, two-thirds hold
membership in a church or synagogue, 40 percent can be found in the
pew on any given weekend, and 38 percent describe themselves as
born-again evangelical Christians."

Most observers, viewing these statistics, have concluded that the
often predicted demise of religious faith in modern culture has thus far
bypassed American soil."> A closer look at opinion polls, however, re-
veals that all is not well in the American Eden. On virtually every stan-
dard indicator of religious commitment, significant erosion has been
gauged since the immediate post-World War II period. Since 1947
church membership has dropped from 76 percent of the population to
65 percent. Weekly church attendance has declined since 1955 from 49
percent to 40 percent. The number saying religion is very important to
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them personally has decreased since 1952 from 75 percent to 56 per-
cent.”® And belief that the Bible is literally the word of God dropped
from 65 percent in 1963 to 32 percent in 1992."

More important than the changes polls can pick up, however, are the
subtle shifts that people perceive to be taking place in their own lives
and in the lives of their families. These changes have more to do with
qualitative characteristics of faith than they do with numeric shifts, and
they generally focus squarely on intergenerational comparisons within
families. Herberg, of course, was among the first to recognize the im-
portance of generational dynamics, borrowing from historian Marcus
Hanson to suggest that first-generation immigrants tended to be highly
religious, their children to be less so as they tried to assimilate, and the
third generation to seek spirituality again as a way of rediscovering
their roots. Unfortunately, most studies attempting to validate Han-
son’s theory have found little support for it, and it is in any case limited
to the immigrant experience. But there is a kernel of truth that needs to
be retained.

That kernel actually finds clearest expression, not in any observer of
American religion, but in the writings of psychoanalyst Carl Jung. In
Dreams, Memories, Reflections, Jung describes a patient who came to him
suffering from an undiagnosed neurosis.” Upon questioning her, Jung
learned that her grandfather had been a deeply spiritual Hassidic Jew,
her father an atheist, and she herself was plagued with misgiving about
her religious heritage. Jung advised her to become a spiritual seeker
but does not indicate what the outcome of her quest may have been.

This case, which in some ways follows the pattern suggested by Han-
son (but in a different setting), has deep implications for understanding
spirituality in the United States. Americans may not have had Hassidic
grandfathers or atheist fathers, but they know what the religious orien-
tations of their forebears was, and many feel that their own faith is
somehow less substantial. Some take pride in being less devout than
their parents or grandparents. Others express doubt, misgiving, and
even a sense of loss in relation to these memories. Still others consider
themselves spiritual seekers or claim to have found a deeper faith than
their parents, but they often describe this faith in such personalized
terms that its connections with long-standing authoritative traditions
seem tenuous.'®

It must be with some caution, then, that the role of organized religion
as a source of moral guidance, inspiration, or restraint is considered.
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Herberg himself believed religious commitment in America was much
wider than it was deep. Despite heroic efforts on the part of many reli-
gious organizations in recent years to improve educational programs,
spirituality may be even more shallow today. Certainly religious knowl-
edge, even of basic biblical tenets, is so shallow that much of the Ameri-
can public must be considered spiritually illiterate. In one study, for
example, fewer than half of the public could name all four gospels, and
an even smaller percentage knew who delivered the sermon on the
mount."” In another national survey, four people in ten thought Jesus
was born in Jerusalem, and a quarter said the book of Acts was in the
Old Testament—and this was a study of people who were involved in
support groups such as Bible studies and Sunday school classes."

The reason that such knowledge is often superficial is not hard to
understand. When adults are asked about their religious training as
children, the vast majority say they participated in some kind of reli-
gious organization; and yet very few received reinforcement at home
for what they were taught in these organizations. Only four in ten say
their parents ever read the Bible at home, less than a quarter (23 per-
cent) had family devotions, and even fewer (16 percent) knew their
parents prayed about financial decisions. Younger people nowadays
are even less likely to have had these experiences."”

Apart from huge gaps in biblical knowledge, the American public
also appears to have been little exposed to specific teachings about the
connections between faith and work or between spirituality and money.
When asked if they recalled having learned any religious teachings
about money as children, virtually everyone said they could not. Those
who had ever discussed work or money in the context of some reli-
gious organization were rare exceptions. Other than several members
of the clergy, nobody could remember ever reading a book that tried to
address work or money from a religious standpoint. Even fairly com-
mon were those who could think of little in their religious training that
had to do with anything specific, whether it was teachings about money
or just simple biblical knowledge. One woman whose mother and fa-
ther had been devout Catholics and had taken her faithfully to cate-
chism classes as a child put it eloquently when she admitted, “I didn’t
like going, so I think I blocked it all out. All I remember is singing a lot,
like "‘Michael, Row Your Boat Ashore,” but I don’t really remember the
teachings.” Almost wistfully she added, “I hate to say it, but I really
don’t know the Bible.”
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Views such as this are not atypical. When asked in the labor force
survey how much they had thought about “what the Bible teaches
about money,” only 29 percent responded more than a little or none.
Asked if they had thought about “what the Bible teaches about work,”
32 percent responded similarly. And when asked if they had thought
about how to connect their faith to their work, only 33 percent gave
these responses.”

THE VARIETIES OF RELIGIOUS PRESENCE

Experts on matters of religion insist, of course, that the United States is
a rich tapestry of competing beliefs and practices. No generalizations
can be made, say some of the experts, because the diversity of tradi-
tions is too great. Indeed, sorting out this diversity has been an impor-
tant preoccupation of scholars and practitioners alike.

There are, to be sure, pockets of believers here and there (Amish
farmers, for example) for whom religious teachings serve as a powerful
source of values over and against the demands of the marketplace. But
seeking to understand the wider role of religion in American culture
forces us to recognize such groups as the exceptions rather than the
rule. The important question for most scholars of American religion
has not been what happens in particular communities, but whether
being involved in any religious community is likely to have a discern-
ible impact on the ways in which people do their work, spend their
money, and carry out the ordinary details of their lives. One way of
approaching this question is particularly worth noting.

In view of the fact that American religion has not remained alto-
gether unaffected by forces of modernity and secularity, it has been
common for students of the topic to distinguish between religious insti-
tutions that have largely tried to make peace with these changes and
those that have attempted to oppose them.? Accommodationists, on
the one hand, try to see the good in contemporary society and bend
their teachings to people who have long since abandoned the pious
ways of their forebears. Resisters or antimodernists, on the other hand,
try to stand up against change, asserting the value of traditions such as
biblical inerrancy, the Latin mass, or keeping kosher. It has made a
good deal of sense to many people to see things this way, especially
when progressive religious groups and orthodox religious groups
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seem so often to be locked in cultural combat.”? And yet this view must
be seriously modified in at least two important respects.

First, to divide American religion into two opposing camps this way
is to miss a third alternative. This is not simply the excluded middle
that public opinion pollsters worry about. It is the group that copes
with the inevitable conflict between spirituality and secular culture
through avoidance.” For present purposes, this alternative depends on
drawing a firm distinction between spirituality and material life. Many
Americans are able to do this, it appears, despite the fact that they be-
lieve in some sort of God and lead busy lives in the marketplace. Their
conceptual machinery allows them to keep the two realms apart.*

Second, the assumption that liberal or progressive religious orien-
tations involve greater adaptation to the forces of modernity than con-
servative or orthodox orientations must be qualified. On balance, this
assumption may be true. More important, however, is the fact that ac-
commodationists and resisters alike have adapted in serious ways to
the wider culture. The two represent different initial positions, perhaps
traceable in some cases to the fundamentalist-modernist conflict at the
end of the nineteenth century, or in other cases to struggles between
factions within denominations or confessional traditions. Starting with
those orientations, though, both sides have moved in subtle ways so
that the relationship between spirituality and material life within each
now represents a great deal of cultural adaptation. This is one reason
why it is wrong to think of the two sides as being engaged in a “war”
involving fundamentally opposing worldviews. The two agree on so
many other things, and they have drunk so deeply at the well of Amer-
ican individualism, that they are often indistinguishable.” In their
views of work and money, the one emphasizes harmonious relations
between the material and the spiritual, while the other stresses conflict.
And yet neither side poses moral restraint on economic commitments
with a very high degree of effectiveness.

What I wish to emphasize, then, is that the influence of religious
institutions on economic behavior is unlikely to correspond closely
with the ways in which maps of American religion have generally been
drawn. The spiritual realm and the material realm can be compartmen-
talized, viewed as separate worlds, within virtually any of the major
faith traditions. The two realms can be synthesized in such a way that
little but harmony between them can be imagined. They can also be
pitted against one another as combatants fundamentally opposed in
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how they envision the good life. Which of the three perspectives is
taken will be important to an individual’s outlook on life. But any of
the three will also reveal how difficult it is for religious organizations
to make strong claims about work and money.*

All three of these orientations also need to be understood as broad
categories or styles, each of which encompasses much internal variety.
Although the style of avoiding conflict by compartmentalizing the
spiritual from the material can often be found among the nominally
religious, for example, it includes many devout believers of all faiths
as well. Those who imagine harmonious relations between the spiri-
tual and the material tend to be relatively liberal in their religious ori-
entations but include Catholics, Jews, Protestants, and people with
their own idiosyncratic beliefs. Similarly, the view that spiritual life
and material life are fundamentally in tension with each other charac-
terizes not only the members of conservative Protestant sects, but peo-
ple of other persuasions as well. It is thus important to consider spe-
cific examples of all three if we are to grasp their underlying moral
languages.”

SEPARATE WoORLDS: FrRoM Duar KINGDOM TO
MULTIPLE REALITIES

Medieval theology drew a sharp distinction between the spiritual king-
dom and the earthly kingdom. One was the heavenly realm that people
entered after death; the other, a fallen order to be endured in the pres-
ent life. Despite his break with the medieval church, Martin Luther
retained much of this earlier dualism, drawing the two realms together
chiefly by suggesting that believers could serve God in performing
their secular work as a divinely appointed duty. In emphasizing that
salvation was attained by faith in God’s grace alone, he continued to
encourage a separation of realms, just as other reformers did in distin-
guishing the church’s authority in ecclesiastical matters from the tem-
poral powers of political rulers. Although countless theological posi-
tions have been articulated in the interim, present understandings of
the relationship between spirituality and material life are often less dis-
tant from these conceptions than we might imagine. Metaphysical
distinctions between the natural and the supernatural are still widely
believed at the popular level. Reality may now be more complex, more
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a feature of human imagination, but it is still commonly divided into
separate spheres. Work and money make up a significant part of the
wide-awake, pragmatic reality in which people live from day to day;
ecstasy, transcendence, prayer, and the sacred make up an order of a
different kind.

Popular religion in the United States includes at least three perspec-
tives on spirituality, all of which emphasize the separation of the sacred
from material life. One, reminiscent of the medieval view, includes a
clear conception of God as a supernatural being and yet removes this
God from the day-to-day functioning of most things here on earth. In
this view, God is described variously as the creator, the maker of na-
ture, Mother Nature, a force that holds the universe together, or simply
the sense people have on a starry night that all this “didn’t just hap-
pen.” It is significant that nearly all these images view God in close
relation to nature, the raw world that somehow exists independently of
human will or action; in contrast, the human realm, including the mate-
rial world that has been artificially crafted by humans, tends to be sep-
arated conceptually from the sacred. A second view is not unlike Lu-
ther’s orientation, stressing the importance of faith over works, but also
making faith so purely a matter of the soul that it seldom has discern-
ible consequences for daily behavior. God is more often conceived in
anthropomorphic terms here than in the first view, sometimes as a par-
ent or as an authority figure. The question of how individuals relate to
this being is thus more pressing. Having faith is like beaming an invisi-
ble laser toward heaven. It can open a channel of communication, but
mostly it just establishes contact, reassuring the individual that every-
thing is okay. The third view is a de facto agnosticism that holds forth
the possibility of a realm other than the one in which we normally live
but conceives of this realm with sufficient doubt and in such vague
terms that its impact on ordinary conduct is negligible. What is inter-
esting about the three is that they span all the major faith traditions and
include people who are relatively devout as well as those whose faith
is quite marginal, yet all three have similar consequences for the way in
which spirituality and material life are related.”

A mother of two who lives in Texas and takes in typing to help pay
the family bills provides a vivid illustration of someone who conceives
of spirituality and the material world in dualistic terms. She believes
the two are fundamentally separate but is nevertheless able to see some
delimited connections between them. Raised by an alcoholic father and
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a devout fundamentalist mother, she decided as a teenager to quit be-
lieving in the wrathful God she had been taught about in the Baptist
church. “I already had one angry parent,” she explains, “I didn’t need
another one.” As she matured, she therefore retained a more generic
sense of the sacred, not so much an anthropomorphic God but simply
a vague sense of some other reality, given occasional concreteness with
a wide variety of ideas that struck her fancy: Catholic teachings about
miracles and the saints that she picked up from her Hispanic neigh-
bors, ideas about reincarnation and karma from the books she read,
and simple notions about God and human behavior from thinking
about life.

She asserts bluntly that spirituality and the material realm “don’t
mix.” Asked about money and God, she says she prefers not to think of
them in the same context. She also denies that religion ever influences
her work. In everyday life, she prefers to envision herself acting out an
entirely human drama composed only of herself and other individuals.
Yet this drama runs parallel to one that she imagines being performed
in some metaphysical plane. She says, for example, that she believes
there is a fundamental struggle going on in the universe between the
forces of good and the forces of evil. She does not describe it quite in the
way one talks about a fight on the street corner. She entertains the pos-
sibility that things are not like this at all. The metaphysical is, in this
sense, closed to her, but imagining its existence helps her try to side
with the good and resist evil.”

Thus her notion of a two-tiered universe leaves the supernatural
realm largely distant and ill-defined, like a New Yorker might view a
town in Kansas. The reason the sacred seldom connects to the human
world is that God seems to have meant for humans to take care of
themselves. They have to live right, think right, and take the conse-
quences. She does not believe, for example, that God cares anything
about the specific work she does or the particular things she spends
money on. It is important, however, for her to cultivate a positive atti-
tude. She should work hard, but not worry. She should enjoy the mate-
rial goods she has, but not become too attached to them. Because the
human realm is so much a world of its own, it makes sense to work
hard. In most instances, hard work will pay off in some way. If it does
not, God is not to blame. The natural order simply provides some un-
anticipated twists and turns (cancer, divorce, automobile accidents).
But the individual still is fundamentally in control of these situations
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because it is not so much what happens, but how one thinks about it,
that counts.

Where God connects to the material world is by giving this woman
an occasional sign. Because the supernatural exists out there some-
where, she does not find it at all odd to pray. Usually the supernatural
is so remote that she has no way of knowing whether her prayers have
been heard or answered. But just often enough to keep her convinced
of its existence (and not so often to be intrusive), the supernatural does
break into her life. Moreover, its interventions always have good out-
comes. They do not influence her life materially, but they help her have
a better attitude.

She tells the following story as an example of her experience with the
supernatural. “This is going to seem silly,” she begins, “but it was a real
turning point in my life. I had been doing some spiritual reading for a
couple of years because I just felt I needed to make a decision once and
for all about what I believed and get off the fence. And I read that you
can pray about the most minor things, even to help find a lost shoe, and
you’ll get help. So one morning I was going nuts trying to find my
daughter’s shoe because we were taking my son to nursery school and,
as usual, we were late. I looked everywhere for that shoe. Finally I just
sat down in the bathroom and folded my arms and said, ‘That’s it, I'm
not looking for that shoe. If you're there, God, you find it.” I was being
really defiant. And my head just turned to where I could see into my
son’s room, where there was a big cardboard box the kids had been
playing in, and the words ‘The shoe is in that box” just came into my
head. And I know that thought came from somewhere else, not from
me, because it never occurred to me to look in that box. I went and
looked and there it was. I was so excited. I never doubted again that
God exists.”

A different way of compartmentalizing spirituality from one’s mate-
rial life is illustrated by a middle-aged executive who attends a Presby-
terian church in New York. As a child, he believed that everything a
person did mattered to God. It was important, for example, to put his
quarter in the collection plate on Sunday and to obey his mother be-
cause doing so would make God happy. He now regards this view as
naive. From reading the Bible and from participating in Sunday school
classes and Bible studies at his church, he has come to believe that faith
is all that matters. “I don’t think God will hold up a scale on judg-
ment day and balance out everything you've done,” he explains. “If
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you believe in Jesus Christ, then everything will be all right.” In his
view, it really doesn’t matter whether a person is rich or poor, or how
a person uses his or her money, as long as he or she believes in God.

Theologians would argue that this sort of fideism is far from what
the architects of Presbyterianism (and most other faith traditions) actu-
ally taught. Yet this man’s view is probably widespread. Believers who
might otherwise be devout enough to let their faith influence their eco-
nomic behavior separate the two by associating faith entirely with a
subjective attitude. By this logic, true believers can even be slightly
ruthless or unethical, and thus make a lot of money, as long as they
don’t actually brutalize their neighbors. A Wall Street broker who at-
tends church faithfully observes, for instance: “[Work] is like an arena,
you go out and fight every single day; it’s a battle. Yeah, you might
have to hit a few people to get ahead or maybe step on a couple of
people. But I hope I never have to step on too many people or hurt
people who can’t help themselves in order to make money and get
ahead.”

Confronted by Jesus’s statements concerning the difficulties of the
rich entering the kingdom of God, people in this category generally
accept the terms of the statement, viewing the kingdom of God literally
as a place people go when they die. But the saying itself annoys them.
They cannot imagine why it would make any difference to God
whether someone was rich or poor. “What’s he got?” asked one man.
“An income bracket, and if you're above that, you don’t get in?” Be-
cause God basically leaves the world alone, their logic goes, we have to
accept the world as it is, rather than attempting to judge it by some
metaphysical standard. Lots of people (like us) are rich, and it is incon-
ceivable that they have done anything very immoral, so why should
they not be included in the kingdom of heaven?

Philanthropy is often invoked as proof that rich people are not im-
moral. There may be some, of course, who are so selfish that they
would never give anyone a dime, and thus not merit being included in
the kingdom. But most people have enough innate goodness in them
that they give when they see a pressing need. Charitable giving thus
becomes a kind of token, rather than being directly connected to believ-
ing and getting into the kingdom; it is merely a social expectation,
something that establishes one’s humanity and respectability in the
community. Just as going to church does, philanthropy helps people to
feel good about themselves.
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It does not necessarily follow that churchgoers with this view never
do anything to help others. Because of the programs available at their
church, or out of respect to common human decency, they may per-
form deeds of kindness. The view that there is a God out there whom
we believe in without being able to fathom very deeply, however, can
also lead to this God becoming a deus ex machina for coping with the
world’s needs. A Catholic schoolteacher in St. Paul, for example, says
he believes firmly that God is “a higher power who doesn’t interfere
with life on this earth.” This God, he believes, will do nothing directly
to help the poor. But there may be some kind of mysterious divine logic
by which the poor will eventually be rewarded. He thinks maybe it’s
like getting a hardship deferment from the draft: the poor will spend
less time in purgatory because they have already suffered here.

All of these views, then, draw such a sharp distinction between the
sacred and the profane that religious teachings have little impact on
economic behavior. Contemporary Americans hold these views, not
because heaven and earth are literally separate kingdoms like they
were in medieval thought, but because their imaginations distinguish
between the “seen” and the “unseen.” The economic life is in this sense
bounded. It is clearly not everything in life. Yet the sacred holds forth
mainly the prospect of being able to think differently. Reality is less
“what is” than “what one makes of it.” Indeed, there are multiple real-
ities, all dependent on the perspective one takes. Attitudes count more
than anything else. Good intentions and positive thinking make for a
better life. Lost is a divine being who authoritatively reveals moral
standards.

Just how widespread the tendency to compartmentalize the spiritual
from the material may be in American society depends, of course, on
how that tendency is understood. If it means failing to think very much
about biblical teachings concerning money or work, then as many as
two-thirds of the population could be so classified. If it means not be-
lieving, for example, that “the Bible contains valuable teachings about
the use of money,” then half the public either disagrees with this state-
ment or doesn’t know how to respond. Or if it means taking a more
extreme stance, such as that implied in the statement “God doesn’t care
how I use my money,” then fewer than a quarter (22 percent agree)
would be included.* The important point is that at least a sizable mi-
nority of the American public compartmentalizes spirituality from eco-
nomic life to a significant degree.
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HarmMmonIOUS WORLDS: FROM CoLD WAR TO
INNER PEACE

A second strand of thinking brings the spiritual and the material closer
together, so close, in fact, that any serious tension between the two
becomes virtually inconceivable. It, too, has deep roots in American
culture. In some versions of Puritan doctrine, for example, serving God
and working hard at one’s calling provided a powerful way of integrat-
ing spiritual and material life. Throughout the past two centuries, nu-
merous variants on this teaching have been popularized. From Russell
Conwell’s popular Acres of Diamonds to contemporary pray-for-riches
schemes advanced by televangelists, religious themes have been har-
nessed to desires for prosperity.”’ With antimaterialistic leanings still
prominent in the wider culture, however, it is difficult to consider such
schemes as the primary means by which the spiritual and the material
are reconciled. The more subtle ways in which the sacred has been
domesticated must be considered if we are to understand why many
Americans envisage no conflict between the spiritual and the material.
These views are highly idiosyncratic, influenced more by individuals’
personal experiences and the multiple religious languages they have
been exposed to than by particular creeds or doctrines. Finding har-
mony between the spiritual and the material is often the result of con-
scious effort; indeed, this orientation is often expressed by people who
have spent considerably more time struggling with their faith than is
the more compartmentalized orientation.

The fact that spirituality has become more private and idiosyncratic
has, of course, been widely commented upon. Many writers argue that
privatization is the principal reason why religious institutions have
been losing adherents in recent years.” A static assessment of the situa-
tion would support this view, revealing, for instance, that many Amer-
icans do regard their faith subjectively, holding eclectic views that wed
them to no particular tradition or organization. As people themselves
tell their stories, however, an entirely different picture emerges. They
say they were interested in deepening their faith, wanted to under-
stand more about God and the spiritual life, had questions, asked
questions, and tried to fit in. But in many such cases, the churches
failed them. Turbulent times in the 1960s, higher levels of education
than their parents had ever achieved, dual careers, professional work,
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travel, mixed-faith marriages, broken marriages, living in new commu-
nities away from their relatives—all these experiences left them un-
comfortable and unnurtured by the Catholic, Baptist, and Methodist
churches in which they had been raised. They needed to mature be-
yond the faith they had learned in kindergarten, but they increasingly
found their parents’ churches too dogmatic, inflexible, or theologically
simplistic.

The fact that they had received religious training as children is, of
course, significant; it stems in part from many of these people having
been reared in upper-working-class or lower-middle-class homes where
religious training was the norm. But these were precisely the social
strata from which so many young people in the 1960s went on to ex-
ceed their parents. They saw their fathers as weak, distant, and not
particularly interested in religion, gained their primary religious sen-
sibilities from their mothers, to whom they were closer, but as they
matured came increasingly to see their mothers’ religious ideas as
childish, naive, and overly traditional. Many had been raised in liberal
religious settings, such as Presbyterian or Episcopal churches, and
some of the renegade offspring of families in more conservative set-
tings experimented with these liberal offerings too. After a brief attrac-
tion to social justice or civil rights that left many more enamored with
social change than with religion, they increasingly found too little in
liberal settings to sustain their appetite for the sacred.

The spirituality they were left with was thus the result of gleanings in
many scattered fields: community churches, college classes, conversa-
tions with friends, new religious movements, books, therapy sessions,
television, self-help groups, to name a few. It was also a product to a
very great extent of their own thinking, a characteristic deeply rooted in
the confidence this upwardly mobile generation had in its abilities to
make choices for itself. In contrast with those who simply compartmen-
talize the sacred from material life (often as a result of having taken
religion for granted), this group is more likely to have consciously re-
belled against something, often meaning that personalism and relativ-
ism are themselves vital features of their values, or in other cases, a new
commitment to orthodoxy. For those who remained actively involved
in religious congregations, spirituality was unlikely to be presented in
a way that challenged any of the fundamental assumptions underlying
their commitments in the economic sphere. Those who broke entirely
with religious organizations became, for many purposes, mirrors of the
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wider culture, assimilating values from educational institutions, the
mass media, and special interest groups that seldom openly defied
spirituality but spared nothing in taming the spirit.

To understand the religious views of some, especially the older
members of this category, the Cold War provides a convenient meta-
phor. By the logic that an enemy of my enemy is my friend, the Cold
War wedded American religion and American capitalism together in
joint opposition to godless communism. It was not so much that the
churches and synagogues became active cheerleaders for the material
life, just that faith and the American way seemed friendly options in
view of the alternative. The ambivalent alliance that was forged in the
1950s fit well with the bland, increasingly secular orientation of the
post—-World War II era. Faith was easily reconciled with material pur-
suits because it no longer focused on a fearsome transcendent being. If
anything, it connoted a kind of stability, something you could count on
as a force for goodness in the world. It undergirded the American
Dream, reassuring people of the goodness in themselves and in their
fellow citizens. A person of faith could work more confidently, know-
ing there were mysterious strengths within himself or herself.

A Jewish couple in suburban Chicago provide one illustration of the
secular faith that rose to prominence during the 1950s. As young pro-
fessionals in that period, they distanced themselves dramatically from
the old-world origins of their parents. With the Holocaust so recent in
their memories, they shed all vestiges of belief that there could be a
God of justice who intervened in history on behalf of his people. Still,
they attended synagogue faithfully and made sure their boys learned
the tradition. God became a hopeful symbol of a different kind: that
rational people living under the right sort of political system could lead
good, decent, and prosperous lives. “I don’t believe in God,” says she.
“I believe in humanity, in what people can accomplish, and how they
should be treated.” He elaborates: “God is a representation of man’s
idealistic ambitions, a source of ethical strength. But a God that inter-
venes in human affairs, I don’t believe in that at all.”

Belief that God does not intervene in human affairs, for the compart-
mentalist, leads as we have seen to a type of material sphere in which
the spiritual plays no role at all. In the present case, the logic is differ-
ent. The noninterventionist God no longer stands outside of human
reality; the divine now becomes subsumed within the human realm.
Prayer, religious observance, faith, and the language of God itself all
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remain meaningful, but their meaning is redefined. “You pray,” says
the same man, “so you can hear yourself pray. It's a commitment to
take action, but you are not praying to anybody who listens.” Engaging
in religious ritual serves a similar function. It is “a way of preparing
yourself for conduct” rather than a commitment to a certain set of be-
liefs. And the idea of God becomes “an abstract notion” that stands for
ethical purity, a source of order, “a force in nature that’s regular and
faithful.”

Faith of this kind imposes some ethical structure on the world of
work and money. These are neither chaotic nor evil in themselves, but
subject to orderly norms of conduct. Indeed, infusing the sacred into
everyday life, rather than viewing it as a metaphysical entity, forces
greater attention to be paid to the ethical behavior of human beings. A
person should work hard. A person should also benefit materially as
the reward of hard work. Money is not to be denigrated, but enjoyed.
And shared. It should be used for good purposes, such as educating
one’s family, paying one’s bills, and contributing to respectable chari-
ties in one’s community. As long as people follow the simple ethical
norms they assimilated as children, and as long as they recognize the
natural orderliness of all things, their spirituality will neither actively
redirect nor interfere with the way they live their lives.

This orientation may also assert a rational ordering of means and
ends. Quite often this means-ends logic derives from children being
taught a kind of “works-righteousness” religion, namely, that doing
good will get you to heaven, whereas doing bad would land you in
hell. As people with these views grow older, they may abandon the
tight connections between earthly behavior and otherworldly rewards,
but retain the idea that religion is basically an activity that functions
according to naturalistic laws.

A New York man who was raised a Catholic and who dabbled with
Eastern religions in college says he still views spirituality in terms of
“you get what you give,” karma, and the idea that “what goes around
comes around.” In his view, the ethical system that individuals should
follow is a similar formulaic code, whether it be the Golden Rule or the
Ten Commandments, to that of the people considered in the previous
section. But this code is now understood in a different way. Knowing
what is right depends basically on knowing yourself, on paying atten-
tion to how you feel and what you want in life. The Golden Rule is no
longer an absolute rule that tells you to treat others as yourself; instead
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it becomes an epistemology, a way of finding truth. You look for guid-
ance within yourself and then let that wisdom govern your behavior
toward others as well, because they probably want the same things you
do. “I know how I want to be treated,” explains another man, “and if
I want to be treated a certain way, then I would think another person
would want to be treated the same way.”

The reason economic life goes on as it does is that the moral restraint
provided by religious faith has ceased to be a function of positive in-
struction or willful obedience to a divine authority. Instead, restraint is
simply built into the system of which one is a part. The system is com-
posed of natural laws and institutionalized ethical standards. The natu-
ral laws govern behavior by providing circumstances that a person
cannot avoid. How a person becomes involved in a particular line of
work, for example, is understood largely as a matter of circumstances,
ranging from individual talents, to educational experiences, to oppor-
tunities at a particular time in the labor market. Some individuals
might continue to describe their work as a “calling,” but they would
mean this conjuncture of natural circumstances.

By the same token, good fortune in finding a job might be described
as a “miracle,” but the meaning of miracles ceases to imply supernatu-
ral intervention. Miracles are fortuitous combinations of circum-
stances, just as misfortunes and catastrophes are accidents—still to be
expected within any conception of an orderly universe. It thus becomes
possible to experience special moments of ecstasy and joy, on the one
hand, or trauma and sadness, on the other hand, without these events
fundamentally defying a person’s sense of the natural order. Many
people, when asked about miracles, for example, describe the birth of
their children in these terms. Childbirth is a moment of rare joy, but
understandable within the natural realm. In this view, miracles may
also be part of ordinary life itself. One man, for example, says the great-
est miracle in his life is simply waking up each morning.

The natural order provides moral restraint, therefore, but as a hid-
den hand, gloved by the fabric of institutional arrangements. Acquir-
ing huge sums of money, for example, is not problematic because the
American legal system provides institutional standards ensuring that
material gain must be pursued within constraints of honesty and fair-
ness. The rich man in Jesus’s parable has no difficulty entering the king-
dom of heaven because the system has required him to behave ethi-
cally. His heavenly reward, moreover, is likely to be peace in this life
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rather than eternal bliss in the hereafter. In this sense, ethical behavior
brings its own rewards. Riches gained at the expense of others will
eventually cause unhappiness—not guilt, but a lack of peace with one-
self, or perhaps isolation from former friends and loved ones. Poverty,
though, is not to be understood as the mirror opposite of wealth.
Whereas the rich are thought to be ethically responsible problem
solvers, the poor are more often understood in terms of some failing in
the institutional structure. In both cases, of course, it is the institutional
fabric that ultimately makes wealth and poverty understandable, but in
the case of the poor, wide cracks in this edifice must be identified. Oth-
erwise, it becomes a small step (as suggested in the last chapter) to
blame the victim. If ethical behavior generally results in material suc-
cess, asked a number of people, then isn’t the fact of continuing poverty
an indication of some shortcoming in the moral behavior of the poor?

Stewardship also makes sense within this larger worldview, less as a
specific religious doctrine than as a term that can be applied to the way
in which normal, responsible citizens already live. It means living one’s
life according to the deep ethical traditions that all responsible citizens
uphold. It means, for example, “using your individual talents in a re-
sponsible way,” as 40 percent of Americans define stewardship, or per-
haps “remembering that God made everything” (the definition pre-
ferred by 16 percent of the public). More distinctively, however, it
means upholding the natural and ethical order itself. Thus environ-
mentalist interpretations of stewardship are not uncommon. Defying
natural laws can ultimately lead to chaos for the world.*® “You're a
steward over the earth,” says the Chicago woman. “I taught my kids
from little on, you should put the litter in your pocket. You don’t throw
it on the ground. I mean, my kids always tell me their pockets are full
of all this stuff they can’t throw on the ground.”

Stewardship may also mean donating money to good causes in the
community because these causes help maintain the moral fiber of soci-
ety. Political organizations, charitable foundations, and churches and
synagogues become virtually interchangeable in this conception be-
cause they can all contribute positively to the ethical improvement of
society. Churches, in particular, have no special advantage in dis-
pensing goodness. “I'd rather give money to a needy family than to a
church” is a statement, for example, that elicits agreement from 58 per-
cent of the labor force. “We’ve inherited traditions that we’re stewards
of and should pass on,” says the Chicago man. “For instance, I have
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inherited certain values from my parents and I figure I'm a steward in
that sense.” One of these traditions, he says, is philanthropy: “giving
and endowing hospitals or universities, endowing chairs. Instead of
spending it and frittering it away, building edifices that last.” Because
people have an ethical sense already built into them, because they be-
lieve themselves to be basically good, though, they deeply resent being
asked to give money. If the situation makes it possible for them to give,
and if they happen to feel like giving at that moment, they will do so.
But anyone telling them what to do, especially on the basis of some
absolute rule or principle, is an annoyance.

Curiously, the sense of harmonizing spiritual order within the
American system appears to be as strong today and it was during the
1950s. Younger Americans may be more critical of the system itself, but
their religious views often undergird a conviction that life is pretty
good the way it is. If anything, the bonds of convention rest more
lightly on their shoulders. Rather than religion necessitating positive
commitment, it functions mainly to legitimate diversity. A person of
faith should still work hard, but enjoying life becomes even more im-
portant. Dogmatism should be resisted. Faith should result in joy, inner
peace, tolerance, getting along with one another, and indeed just get-
ting along.

A fashion designer in his early thirties who lives in New York brings
together the thinking of many people his age. Members of the baby-
boom generation, they now have children of their own whom they take
to church. They personify confidence and success in their work. They
fall squarely into the vast majority who still believe in God and who
still pray on a regular basis. But it takes close consideration to under-
stand what they mean by God and prayer. In this young man’s case, the
Episcopal church provides him with a way to characterize his faith. He
and his wife attend with their young son once or twice a month. He
mostly likes the Episcopal church because it is not dogmatic.

“I tend to be quietly religious,” he explains. “I'm not dogmatic. I'm
not literal, as far as the Bible is concerned.” To show what he means he
draws a contrast between the Catholic church, as he understands it,
and his own beliefs. “Roman Catholics do not believe in birth control or
female ministers.” He finds such narrowness objectionable. He’s glad
(for more reason than one) that the assistant rector at his church is a
woman. “She’s absolutely wonderful. A gorgeous, gorgeous woman in
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every possible way, which is a delight when she’s up on the pulpit. At
least it’s something good to look at.” Not wanting to sound too lustful,
he also explains how nice it is that his son can see from an early age that
God is an equal opportunity employer. He’s also glad the Episcopal
church believes in birth control. This, he notes, is consistent with his
own view that people are basically in control of their own lives.

What he appreciates most about the Episcopal church is its tolerance
of diversity. “You're not damned to hell just because you might be
unorthodox. There really is room for differences. People can be them-
selves.” He has no patience for the “literalists and fundamentalists.”
Who made them God, he wonders. It seems absurd to him that “little
men in Rome” should tell other people how to behave. That’s as ridicu-
lous, he says, as some man in a turban ruling the Middle East or some-
body in a kimono overseeing the sun.

Church practice for him is much like his beliefs. Take it or leave it;
live and let live. He enjoys the parties and the progressive dinners
most. They provide opportunities to meet people, to network. “Sort of
keep the old social fabric intact.” He’s proud of the fact that the church
has programs for everyone but doesn’t expect anyone to take part in
them unless they really want to. “They do have Bible studies and all
that stuff. It's optional. If somebody wants it, it’s there; if somebody
doesn’t want it, forget it.” He’s like 48 percent of the church members
in one study who agreed that “it doesn’t matter what you believe, as
long as you are a good person,” and like the 53 percent who said “my
spirituality does not depend on being involved in a religious organiza-
tion.”*

To the skeptic, it might sound as if this is mere social-club Christian-
ity. Does spirituality really play an important role in his life? “Oh, yes,
to a great extent. It's not a dogmatic, pound the Bible sort of thing, but
it’s just the feeling that God is everywhere. God is watching out. God
is accepting. That the right or wrong you do is within you and that’s
your own personal relationship to God. It’s there. But there’s no moral-
ity carved in marble. It’s your morality. What’s a sin to one man is not
a sin to the next man.”

The key, then, is not simply a principled decision to respect oth-
ers, but a spiritual basis on which to do so. If God is everywhere, if
God accepts everyone, and if morality is what each person makes of
it, then the human realm is genuinely infused with spirituality. There
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is no supernatural realm standing over against the material world.
Work and money should be closely integrated with spiritual meaning.
How?

Working as a fashion designer has spiritual meaning because it in-
volves beauty, and beauty is spiritual, basic, godlike. There need be no
conflict between one’s faith and this kind of work because anybody can
appreciate beauty. Jews, Christians, it makes no difference. Faith is not
totally disconnected from money either. The Episcopal church teaches,
he says, that it is okay to have money as long as you don’t flaunt it. “It’s
just part of their culture.” The important thing is your attitude. For him,
being spiritual does not require any special orientation toward his
work; it just undergirds his sense of contentment. Like 75 percent of the
workforce, he’s sure his religious values had nothing to do with choos-
ing his particular line of work. But like two-thirds of the workforce, he
believes “God wants me to have the kind of job that will make me
happy.”*

Stewardship itself isn’t a concept this man understands very well (he
talks vaguely about leadership qualities). He is, in this respect, like ap-
proximately half of his generation who say the term has very little
meaning at all, and not much different from another third who say it is
only fairly meaningful.* He does, however, believe firmly in the im-
portance of people with money helping those who don’t have enough.
The reason is not so much that God expects it, but that life is just this
way. “We're all part of a circle.” Thus it does not take special teachings
or programs to encourage people to give. He recognizes there are some
people who have somehow missed out on being raised correctly. They
behave without regard for anyone but themselves. Most people,
though, just respond to need as part of the moral intuition that lies
deep inside them. “If you don’t have your gauges, of course, you can’t
fly your plane. But if you have your gauges, then you have enough.
When the occasion arises, you'll know what to do.”

A person like this even leads a fairly active devotional life. Work and
money are not so separate from spirituality that one never prays about
them. But the purpose of prayer is to talk to yourself for a while, to get
your gauges in focus, to think straight, and, above all, to calm yourself
down. He is among the 51 percent of all working Americans who agree
that “praying in the morning helps me have a better day at work.” He
adds: “I've been known to walk into a church in the middle of the day
and make a dip or two. I ask for wisdom. It helps me do the right
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thing.” Basically, then, he takes care of things himself. He doesn’t ex-
pect God to do anything for him. Nor does he expect anything dramatic
to occur. The most vivid results of his prayers, or trying to live right,
are “coincidences,” moments when something special happens. He
likes those moments because they make him feel better. They don't
convince him that God exists as some force outside himself, but they do
reassure him that things are going well.

“It’s not so much an outward sign, nothing blatant, nothing cornball,
no stars and stripes going up, just little things.” Sometimes a good ser-
mon is the bearer of these feelings. “It’s just the slightest touch, and
then it disappears.” Or there have been times when someone showed
up and helped him work out a personal problem. The feelings involved
are generally quite intangible. He finds it easier to describe them by
analogy: “I'm walking through a fog, and all of a sudden there’s a ra-
vine. And I say, ‘Hell’s bells, I'm going to fall in.” But a little bridge
appears out of the fog. Okay, I walk over that bridge. And no sooner do
I walk over it than it disappears. Whoever the person is who helps will
no longer be with us. That person will just have done what they're
supposed to do. After that, the bridge can evaporate. You don’t need it
any more. It evaporates like Brigadoon. It's very subtle, very quiet.
Nothing loud. Nothing banging.”

CONFLICTING WORLDS: FRoM VaNITY FAIR TO
THEME-PARK SAFARI

In John Bunyan’s classic allegory Pilgrim’s Progress, a dramatic image of
a third relationship between spirituality and material life is presented.
On his way to the Celestial City, Christian endures many hardships,
but none is so great as having to pass through Vanity Fair. In Bunyan’s
thinly disguised version of contemporary London, Christian is be-
seiged by hawkers and merchants trying to sell every conceivable kind
of merchandise. Refusing to be tempted (saying he wishes only to “buy
the truth”), he and his companion Faithful are beaten and put in a cage;
Faithful perishes; and after Christian escapes he is subjected to the be-
guiling discourse of Money-Love, Save-All, and Hold-the-World.” The
lesson is clear: believers must pass through the material world, but
they will experience deep conflict there; their faith will be tested, and if
they persevere, their faith will be strengthened.
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A number of believers still regard the material world with the suspi-
cion Bunyan projected from his prison cell in the seventeenth century.
They worry about greed and immorality in the workplace, fear that
economic business and God'’s business are fundamentally at odds with
each other, and strive to be salt and light to a lost generation. They
sense deeply that things are not right in God’s New Israel; perhaps
they never were, but in comparison with even a few decades ago, the
moral fabric has become badly tattered and torn. If they still imagine
themselves living in the Cleavers’ neighborhood, they nevertheless
view it as an island threatened on all sides by the immoral tempests of
secularity and materialism. They are among the third of the labor force
who say that “people turning away from God” is an extremely serious
problem in America.*® They desperately want to live orderly lives but
lack confidence that an ethical order simply exists or that people out-
side their community are capable of living by it. Like Christian in Van-
ity Fair, they need the added strength of divine guidance, perhaps even
a few special favors from the supernatural.

Compared with the other people we have considered, they have a
more personalized conception of God, as one man expressed well
when he asserted, “the God of the universe cares very deeply about the
lives of individuals.” Another distinguishing feature in many cases is
that the Bible provides a specific guide for knowing what God wants
individuals to do. Moreover, a religious congregation usually functions
as a kind of “counterculture” in relation to the wider world of work,
advertising, and consumerism. Participating actively in such a counter-
culture gives people a distinct identity, a core definition of themselves
that they can separate from the roles they may be asked to play in the
economic arena. “I'm a Christian who also happens to sell Canon copi-
ers” is how one man puts it.

The contrast between spiritual life and the material world is accentu-
ated by the fact that the former tends to be considered primordial, ei-
ther because it stems from childhood, thus preceding the world of
work, or because it was consciously chosen as an adult, often in re-
sponse to some crisis involving work, career, or personal finances. A
man now in his late forties, for example, tells of dropping out of church
for sixteen years because of Vietnam, living in California, then one day
just falling to his knees feeling that something was missing in his life,
praying to God for peace, and the next day quitting his job and moving
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to Pennsylvania. Now he prays constantly (even at traffic lights and
between meetings). He says everything about his life is programmed
by God.

Some of the people in this category witness loudly to their co-work-
ers about the need to repent and believe in Jesus. A few (4 percent,
judging from the survey) participate in religious groups that meet in
the workplace. Others read their Bibles and pray every day for God'’s
protection as they go forward to meet the challenges of the jungle.
Their experience is a little like Christian’s in Vanity Fair. But it is more
like taking a safari through the jungle at Disneyland.

On the surface, the theme park seems dangerous, chaotic. But the
believer knows how to avoid the worst dangers. Not rocking the boat
is the first rule of caution. It makes sense to stick with one’s friends and
to stay close to the guided path. In the midst of seeming chaos, one can
have a pretty good time, especially if one has a plan. Spirituality ulti-
mately points to something that has been domesticated. Rather than
the divine symbolizing some raw, turbulent, wild, mysterious force in
life, it is now the safest haven in an otherwise chaotic world. “I'm not
big into miracles,” says a Presbyterian man who considers his faith
central to his life. “I'm really not. But my confidence and my equanim-
ity throughout life has been a basic belief that I'm an individual whom
God cares about and therefore I'm immune from the slings and arrows
of outrageous misfortune (or fortune) and from the tremendous sus-
ceptibility people have to other people’s opinions. I think a Christian
can be free of that.”

The way to have a plan is expressed well in the frequently mentioned
phrase “seeking the mind of God.” In most cases this is a process in-
volving some understanding of the Bible and faithful attendance at
church services featuring sermon expositions of the Bible. It is, in this
respect, rooted in fairly widespread assumptions and institutional
practices in the United States; for example, 69 percent of the labor force
agrees that “the Bible is a detailed book of rules that Christians should
try to follow”; a third participate in religious services every week; and
of these, 43 percent say they have heard a sermon within the past year
about “personal finances.””

The “mind of God” is assumed to be rational, a higher wisdom than
anything present in the human world. It is composed essentially of
principles that can be found by “searching the scriptures.” These prin-
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ciples are absolute, universal truths, but how they are applied is gener-
ally considered a matter of individual soul-searching. This process
mainly involves hunches or intuitions that the individual receives by
paying attention to his or her feelings, following the counsel of trusted
others, and receiving guidance from external circumstances. That there
is a specific “will of God” for an individual in a particular situation is
beyond doubt. That this “will” may lead a person to behave differently
from co-workers or the proverbial man in the street is also beyond
question. But any radical departure from social conventions is mini-
mized because believers generally do not hear the voice of God directly
or blindly follow the advice they receive from the Bible. They formulate
a plan of action for themselves through a combination of reason, feel-
ings, situational promptings, and social interaction.

A few brief quotes will illustrate how individuals from a wide vari-
ety of backgrounds express remarkably similar notions about bringing
the sacred into a direct relation with their material lives. A Baptist man
says of the Bible, “I seek to find out what principles are there and
apply them, not rigidly, but in terms of human situations.” A Catholic
woman emphasizes that guidance comes to her from God, but she also
notes the need to render her own interpretations: “God doesn’t just
say, ‘Oh, lo and behold, here’s a new car. It’s parked in front of your
house.” It doesn’t happen like that. I've prayed to God long enough to
know that he just guides you. A lot of times there aren’t signs, you
have to make a decision on your own, but I think he guides you in
making a decision.” An Episcopalian schoolteacher also seeks divine
guidance on a moment-to-moment basis. She says she mostly just
“wails at God” and every once in a while a “small miracle” happens to
one of the children. A Nashville man provides perhaps the clearest
statement of how divine guidance helps to make life orderly, reason-
able, a life that can be lived confidently. He says, “I believe that as I
pray for wisdom and as I maintain a relationship with God through his
Word, He directs my life. Not in any overt, obvious ‘voice from
Heaven’ way, but, yeah, this is the wise thing to do. This makes a lot
of sense. This is consistent with what scripture says. If there was a
decision I was making where it became obvious that I would have to
disobey something in God’s Word, well, that would be clear guidance,
you know. If I'm consulting God, then I believe He’s working in me to
do the right thing.”



THE QUEST FOR SPIRITUALITY 319

In each of these cases, the spiritual realm is differentiated sufficiently
from material life that the two can sometimes come into conflict. The
Catholic woman, for example, describes where she works as an alien
place where “all they do is conduct business and manufacture things.”
Her faith does not prevent her from working there; instead, it empow-
ers her to make the best of a bad situation. She does her work responsi-
bly, but instead of becoming wrapped up in it, she redefines the
workplace as a mission field, not to proselytize her co-workers, but just
to “get into their lives” and show them some kindness. The spiritual
and the material are thus differentiated in a way that prevents them
simply from being kept apart. Instead, there is a running dialogue be-
tween the two, sometimes literally. The Episcopal woman, for instance,
admits that anytime she has some money to spend on herself she asks
herself, “What would God do in this situation?” Or sometimes she
hears something inside her (which she assumes is God) tell her to
spend her money or to invest it.

The reason believers like this resemble the tourists at Disneyland
more than the pilgrim in Vanity Fair is that the guidance they receive
from the spiritual realm consists mainly of easily digestable formulas
and results in feelings of reassurance. Instead of being mocked, ridi-
culed, thrown in jail, and beaten for clinging doggedly to the truth,
believers walk through the theme park with their own prerecorded
guided tours, having their experience enriched by virtue of knowing
what to do and where to go at any given moment.

These are believers who often feel strongly that their religious values
have influenced their choice of a career, perhaps they even feel God has
called them to their work, but their idea of a calling is rather easy to live
with, and it helps them feel better about their work, while conflicting
little with the rest of their lives. In the labor force as a whole, 30 percent
agree with the statement “I feel God has called me to the particular line
of work I am in.” But to many of these people, this means simply that
“God wants us to do something with our lives that will be useful to the
world” (43 percent), and to many of the remainder it means “God
wants us to find work that best suits our individual talents” (29 per-
cent).* Those who have experienced a calling are more likely than oth-
ers to value their work, and to express satisfaction with it, but are also
no less likely to value making a lot of money, living a comfortable life,
and spending time on hobbies and leisure activities.*
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The image of a “guided tour” is not entirely fanciful. Religious peri-
odicals and popular religious books tell readers how to live their lives
much in the same way that advice columnists do. “How can I find the
right job?” asks the puzzled reader. Apply these three principles: Ask
what needs do I see in my world, ask what gifts and abilities do I have
to meet these needs, and ask which particular combination of needs
and gifts do I feel compelled to pursue. Or for the person having trou-
ble on the job because of disagreeable co-workers, follow such princi-
ples as these: remember that kind words will help, pray for that person,
guard yourself against becoming bitter, don’t be afraid to speak up if
you need to, and make sure you don’t have the same faults. What
sounds like basic common sense is wrapped in religious phraseology
that gives it added moral authority. These principles can be seen in the
life of Jesus, or come from talking with mature Christians, and each one
is backed up with references to specific verses in the Bible.

Like those who scarcely distinguish the spiritual from the material at
all, the followers of such advice generally do not believe God will tell
them exactly what to do; they mostly derive peace of mind. But this
feeling is more acute and situationally specific. Rather than it being a
general, background sense of well-being, it provides affirmations for
specific decisions. These affirmations are especially important for be-
lievers who feel they must make the “right” choice in each situation but
lack confidence in their own abilities to do what is right and feel over-
whelmed by the uncertainties they experience. Consulting God be-
comes a way to do what is right by following the right set of proce-
dures. Exactly what choice to make may still be unclear, but a person
feels better knowing that prayer and Bible reading have been part of
the process. Decisions made simply from intuition can result in guilt,
but intuition labeled “God’s leading” become acceptable.

“It’s real important to me to read the Bible daily,” explains a nurse in
her mid-twenties. “I feel if I get away from it, there’s a sense of guilt
that comes up inside me that feels like I'm getting farther and farther
from God.” Recently, she and her husband bought a new car, and
prayer was an important part of the process: “We make decisions so
emotionally that we needed something to feel like we weren’t just
doing it because we liked the car. We were doing it, too, because it was
something that was a smart decision and something we needed. And I
needed to feel a peace about it, not guilt. I needed to feel that we were
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making a responsible decision.” This was just one example. In general,
she feels she needs to rely heavily on the Bible to tell her not only how
to behave, but who she is. “I think I have a real loose sense of what my
identity is, and when I open up the Bible I can read and get an idea of
what kind of person God would want me to be. And I believe that it’s
in me to be all of what he asks, but you just need to tap into it and
realize it.” The Bible is especially helpful to her at work because she
feels different from her co-workers, most of whom she considers athe-
ists. She prays a lot just to get through the day. “If I didn’t have my
faith, I don’t know how I could work here.” Mostly, she prays for pa-
tience and understanding. Having these makes hard work easier.

For people like this, the enrichment from spirituality comes from
knowing more clearly where one is headed. For many it involves
added motivation. Stewardship, for example, is often considered to be
a kind of generic responsibility that an individual has to work hard and
to be responsible. If a person has nothing but talents that are gifts from
God, then proper stewardship requires using these talents wisely.
Those who say the idea of stewardship is very meaningful to them, for
example, are much more likely than other individuals to agree that
“people who work hard are more pleasing to God than people who are
lazy.” Wanting wealth and expensive material possesions per se runs
contrary to this view of spirituality. Valuing the idea of stewardship,
for instance, is also positively associated with agreeing that “riches get
in the way of our truly knowing God.” It is better to live within one’s
means, being content, for instance, with one’s Honda, rather than
wanting a Porsche. It may even be better to be a low- or middle-income
person rather than a rich person because the latter becomes too self-
sufficient and forgets God. Valuing stewardship is also associated, for
example, with agreeing that “the poor are closer to God than rich peo-
ple are.”*

Believing that spirituality and materialism constitute conflicting
worlds may thus be a factor in curbing some of the worst excesses of the
quest for money and possessions. To a certain degree, it provides argu-
ments about moral responsibility that help to limit material wants. And
yet these arguments alone are often insufficient to make any discernible
difference in behavior itself. For example, having experienced a calling
and regarding stewardship as a very meaningful idea seem to make no
difference to the likelihood of actually working in a high-paying job or
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admiring people who make a lot of money or having control over one’s
own expenditures. Despite the antimaterialistic sentiments that prevail
among these people, moreover, a quarter say having a beautiful home,
a new car, and other nice things is very important to them, a third say
this about having a high-paying job, and three-quarters say having
money gives them a good feeling about themselves.

If there is an inherent tension between the spiritual and the material,
this perspective can also turn the two into partners without extreme
difficulty. Rather than having to sell all one’s possessions to lead a life
of purity, the pilgrim can struggle effectively for career success and
even material gain, turning spiritual wisdom into an advantage. Those
who take this view generally have religious convictions quite dissimi-
lar from the evangelicals and fundamentalists who take it upon them-
selves to resist the material forces of evil. Yet there are similarities as
well. Both have come to emphasize mind over matter to a high degree.
What a person thinks is the key to victory, whether that be contentment
in poverty or the attainment of prosperity. In both cases, the material
world is wild and unruly, the spiritual realm more dependable. By fol-
lowing a plan involving some special knowledge of the sacred, it be-
comes possible to lead a productive life in the economic sphere as well.

Reared by a devout aunt who took him faithfully to the African
Methodist Episcopal church, Jim Washington, a Philadelphia house-
painter, still believes firmly in the existence of a Supreme Being even
though he’s gotten too busy lately to attend church. He’s talked to peo-
ple from all different backgrounds to find out what they believe—Cath-
olics, Buddhists, Muslims, he’s talked to them all. His conclusion is that
everything is sustained and protected by a divine energy “that’s closer
to you than your own jugular vein.” The problem, though, is that most
religions spend all their time on definitions. In his view, “defining your
life is not half as important as living it.” But living your life takes some
know-how, and this is how faith comes to influence your work and
money.

“If you want to get to California,” Jim explains, “you too must make
the trip.” He pauses for a moment to savor the metaphor. It’s one he’s
used before. “You see, you can’t get there just by lighting a bunch of
incense and sitting around. You have to start walking. And if you know
how to walk, you'll eventually get there. You can’t keep taking two
steps forward and two steps backward, though. You've gotta keep
going forward.” This, he says, is what “livin” your life” is all about.
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Having a lot of money is like walking to California. You have to
know how to get there. Faith can help. God didn’t intend for people to
be poor. It’s beautiful to be rich. There’s a book called The Magic of
Believing. Jim’s been reading it. He says it shows him how to be rich by
thinking right and developing pictures in your head. Part of the deal,
too, is tithing. He hasn’t tried it yet. But he’s heard you'll get back ten
times the amount you give. He thinks it might be worth trying.

Jim’s faith also helps him out at work. “You’'ll get along better at
work if you understand things,” he says. “Like these Satanic forces. If
you're going around being all negative, they’ll attack you. So you’'d
better be positive about things. If you look for the divine, you’ll find it.”

Religion and the faith it stands for are too uncontrollable, too power-
ful to be bracketed off from work and money in the life of a person like
Jim Washington. Spirituality can produce unexpected wonders. But
they can also be harnessed. This is why living a life of faith is like walk-
ing to California. It may be possible to get there simply by the magic of
believing; it is more likely if a person follows a plan. Jim admires the
Puritans, for example, because they had a plan and stuck with it. “If
you're going to grow,” he says, “you need a spiritual path to follow.
The more clear-cut it is, the better you can see how to achieve.”

Unlike so many middle-class Americans, Jim Washington is not talk-
ing metaphorically when he says he can achieve. In his work he has
tried consistently to follow a spiritual path. He believes his innermost
being is spiritual. It is this essence in him that strives for perfection.
There is a self inside him wanting to be fulfilled, always striving for a
higher worth. It is this attitude that makes him competitive, that gives
him endurance, that focuses his attention on his gifts. He says he could
out-compete “any Japanese” in what he does. “It’s because I have the
spirit. I merge into everything I do.” This attitude helps him especially
when he feels sick some mornings and doesn’t want to go to work. “But
I feel I have a duty in the world and my spiritual life helps me walk in
the world.”

Not surprisingly, prayer is an active ingredient of Jim Washington’s
life. In fact, one reason he enjoys being a painter is that he can pray
constantly. He prays for peace of mind. He meditates, sometimes on a
verse or a poem. Sometimes he keeps saying something over and over
just to plant it more firmly in his mind so he won't forget it. He thanks
God for giving him health and strength especially. He knows these are
gifts God gives him so he can get his work done. He also knows more
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directly that God cares for him. Twice in his life he’s almost drowned
and twice God has rescued him. Twice he’s also been able to rescue
someone else. There was just a quiet voice prompting him to know that
danger was abroad. He’s sure there are angels monitoring his life.

THE POWER OF THE SACRED

If spirituality has adapted so deeply to American culture that it seldom
interferes very dramatically with the work people do and the way they
spend their money, it nevertheless does make some difference. It is not
simply irrelevant to the harsh realities of economic life, as so many
corporate analysts, journalists, and social scientists have come to be-
lieve. Nearly half the adult population takes time away from their lei-
sure activities each weekend to attend religious services. At least a
quarter spend one of their weekday evenings at a Bible study or prayer
fellowship. Charitable giving to religious organizations adds up to bil-
lions of dollars each year. Statistical studies show that religious com-
mitment contributes more to most people’s sense of well-being than
either their work or their personal finances. It is not uncommon, as we
have seen, even for people who separate God radically from the rest of
their lives to pray or to experience miracles. What, then, does the sa-
cred do in relation to the material realm, even in limited ways?

One inescapable conclusion is that the sacred helps people keep
order in their lives. It gives them a perspective, an alternative frame-
work from which to derive psychological peace, confidence, and reas-
surance, or that simply reminds them of the truths they learned in
childhood or the security they received from their parents. A Madison
Avenue executive, for example, says she attends church every week
because it helps her “get back on the path”; it’s a form of “attitude
adjustment” after she has strayed during the week. A Chicago attorney
regards his faith in a similar way, saying it reminds him to be caring
and to treat people fairly as he practices law. Fundamentally it helps
him through the day: “When I'm walking to work in the morning, occa-
sionally I try to think and keep things in perspective and remind myself
that all the chaos that’s going to take place that day is secondary to
what is important.”

Believing the world is orderly has important consequences for the
way people lead their lives. If hard work no longer seems to pay off,
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when money has become private and subjective, and when family and
community moorings have been destabilized, there has to be some rea-
son to go through the day thinking that things still matter and that
what one does makes a difference. Contemporary piety no longer gives
most people meaning by placing them within earshot of a fatherly
being who listens to their problems and pats them on the back after a
good day’s work. God is now more distant for most people—or in
other cases remains close but operates mainly at the level of intuition.
The divine nevertheless sacralizes daily life by grounding parts of it at
such an elemental level that it need not be questioned. For many of the
people who separate the spiritual from the material almost totally,
there is still a tacit assumption that God supplies them with certain
talents at birth. Their own capacity to make choices is thus accorded
legitimacy. Many of the people who blend the spiritual and the mate-
rial tacitly assume that their circumstances embody a divine presence
or energy. Paying attention to these circumstances as they make deci-
sions is thus a sensible thing to do. As situations change, the individual
must take cues from these changes, functioning always as a problem
solver, knowing that good decisions will not always lead to desirable
outcomes, but believing that the problem-solving process is itself
worthwhile. Those who see conflict between the spiritual and the mate-
rial generally believe themselves to be the bearers of a higher wisdom,
a special plan, greater confidence, or an inner calm that others in the
same situations do not possess. They are thus strengthened to carry on
with their daily responsibilities.

In interview after interview, this comforting sense of order emerged
as people talked about their religious beliefs. What is also dramatically
evident, however, is that this sense of order grows as much from early
childhood experiences in the family as it does from formal religious
instruction. Believing that one’s efforts will have predictable conse-
quences (and therefore are worth engaging in) is part of what philoso-
pher Alasdair MacIntyre has called a social practice, not simply an ab-
stract system of ideas. A practice in MacIntyre’s terms consists of
moral expectations that govern behavior within some concrete social
grouping, such as the family. Standards of evaluation are vital ele-
ments of any social practice, and these standards are intrinsic to the
performances and rewards associated with behavior in those settings.
They do not depend on money or on being vested with power and
prestige in some larger setting. A child plays soccer on a neighborhood
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team, for example, not in hopes of becoming rich and famous someday,
but for the experience of being part of a team and for the occasional joy
of winning; virtues such as self-discipline, dedication, and courage are
intrinsic to this practice itself. Similarly, the family encourages virtues
such as hard work, honesty, and family loyalty, not so much as a way
of making money, but as an orderly way of living in peace and har-
mony with others.

The reason family experiences come up so often in conjunction with
religious teachings is that these teachings tend to be associated with
childhood experiences; indeed, are symbolized and concretized by sto-
ries people remember from their early years. Generally they do not dis-
cuss what they read in the Bible or learned in Sunday school, but some
slogan their mother repeated to them over and over again, some vivid
encounter with a grandparent, or some behavior they observed in their
parents. The religious teaching is important primarily because it sum-
marizes in language, in an easily repeatable formula, what the lesson
drawn from those experiences was. The power of the sacred is thus
linked closely with the capacity of the family to undergird it. As the
rules governing family life and child rearing have increasingly come
into question, this capacity of course is seriously weakened. For an in-
creasing number, the power of the sacred has also diminished, and for
others it has been rediscovered only with difficulty, often in small sup-
port groups such as prayer fellowships or twelve-step groups that
serve as surrogate families. It is in these settings that new rules can be
learned, creating a new “practice” in which an orderly relation be-
tween moral conduct and its consequences seems to prevail.

UNCERTAINTY IN ZION

Despite their continuing capacity to impose some moral understand-
ings on the economic life, religious institutions at the end of the twenti-
eth century speak in uncertain voices that, on the whole, do more to
raise questions about how to relate ultimate values to economic behav-
ior than actually to make these connections. The optimistic religious
teachings from earlier in the century that so often linked American cap-
italism with the coming of God’s kingdom itself have long since given
way to more sober assessments. After World War 1II, and increasingly
after the 1960s, religious leaders recognized that poverty in our own
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country and abroad was not being dealt with adequately, that the
American Dream had been rife with racism and sexism, and that too
often their own organizations had comforted their middle-class mem-
bers rather than challenging them to think hard about justice and
mercy. For a time, Christian-Marxist dialogue was encouraged in
hopes of finding common ground with the Soviet bloc and discovering
a kind of socialism that Christians could embrace. Having given up on
the idea of a literal devil, and having turned evil into a category of
neurosis, religious leaders focused increasing attention on institutions
as a way of healing the nation’s problems. Political solutions came to be
favored over personal ones, first in liberal circles, and then increasingly
in conservative circles as well. Having devoted large shares of their
attention to political struggles for more than a decade, though, many
prominent religious leaders are asserting that the quieter, more grad-
ual methods of instructing children and adults in spiritual and moral
values may be more effective in the long run.

The difficulty is that few religious leaders seem to have a clear sense
anymore of what those values are or how best to communicate them.
The leaders who have the clearest vision tend to be Protestant funda-
mentalists and evangelicals, many of whom have been able to launch
large mega-churches, television ministries, or publishing enterprises as
a result of their clarity about fundamental values. Whether a value sys-
tem that excludes all but the born again, that rails against liberal Chris-
tians as if they were devil worshipers, that excludes Jews (not to men-
tion Muslims), that has been slow in coming to terms with racial and
gender equality, and that attempts to impose its morality on the nation
through legislation can be effective in healing the ethical malaise in
American society is, however, doubtful at best. Liberal religious lead-
ers seem to be in an even more precarious position as a result of declin-
ing memberships, a shrinking financial base from which to launch their
programs, and deep uncertainty about what exactly religious belief
should be in the contemporary world.

While there is much debate in religious organizations about pro-
grams and values, the veritable sea of words that has been produced
continues to say little about the economic commitments of individuals.
To be sure, “how to” books abound, providing commonsense tips for
church members on how to be happy at work, choose a meaningful
career, or organize the family budget. Every local congregation exposes
its members periodically to stewardship campaigns. Yet few of these
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efforts take into account the ways in which the American public actu-
ally understands its economic commitments, and few make a meaning-
ful attempt to stimulate sustained thinking about the actual con-
nections between spirituality and material life. Many of them focus so
narrowly on raising money for the church’s programs that members
feel their spiritual mentors are becoming obsessed with materialism
itself. Others take an overtly antimaterialistic stance and yet practice
what one clergyman described as a “demonic worship of orderliness”
that tacitly reinforces materialism and may be worse than a doctrine of
acquisitiveness itself. It is perhaps a hopeful sign that the problem itself
is now being recognized in a variety of quarters and that some signifi-
cant theological attention is being paid to issues of work and money.
Whether these efforts can spread widely into popular thinking, espe-
cially in opposition to the massive influences of the workplace and the
marketplace, is a more perplexing question.



PART FOUR

THE LANGUAGES OF MORAL DISCOURSE
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Chapter Twelve

MATERIALISM AND MORAL RESTRAINT:
THE ROLE OF ASCETIC
AND EXPRESSIVE VALUES

contemporary society can be effectively curbed by subjecting them

to moral restraint. The tendency for these commitments to expand
has been widely taken for granted in the theoretical literature. The em-
pirical evidence I presented in chapter 1 demonstrated that most Amer-
icans perceive this expansion to be part of their own experience. They
feel that they are working harder than they were a few years ago, and
by many indications they are in fact working longer hours. Most say
they have more money than ever before, but a majority also say they
feel financially strapped, they worry about being able to pay their bills,
and they wish they had more money than they do. Consumer expendi-
tures do in fact indicate high levels of personal spending, and credit-
card debt suggests that an increasing share of these expenditures is in
excess of family incomes. Reported levels of job-related stress, burnout,
money-related anxiety, and complaints about inadequate time for fam-
ily and self also point to a widespread impression that economic com-
mitments have expanded to an undersirable point.

Yet it is also true that most Americans regard their work as one of the
most meaningful aspects of their lives and, compared with previous
generations, have more discretionary income to spend, live more com-
fortably, do less physically demanding work, and perhaps even enjoy
greater amounts of leisure time, especially if retirement years are
counted. These observations, taken together, have led me to suggest
that the problem facing many Americans today cannot be understood
simply in terms of being overworked and underpaid. Instead, we need
to consider the possibility that something has been happening to our
cultural assumptions to make it more difficult for many of us to piece
together our various commitments in a way that seems satisfactory. I
invoked the widely referenced metaphor of the American Dream to

I BEGAN this inquiry by asking whether economic commitments in
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talk about these cultural assumptions, suggesting that it may have pro-
vided more of an ordering mechanism for understanding the complex
relationships among work, money, and other personal commitments in
the past than it does at present.

By surveying social thought in the early nineteenth century, prior to
the advent of large-scale industrial capitalism, and prior to the devel-
opment of modern economic perspectives, I identified two perspec-
tives—ascetic moralism and expressive moralism—that actually at-
tempted to situate economic commitments in a moral framework and
thereby imposed moral restraints on these commitments. I also sug-
gested reasons, however, why these moral frameworks have eroded
over the past century and a half. Returning to the present, we were thus
confronted with two questions requiring empirical examination: why
is it that economic commitments occupy so much of our personal at-
tention, are regarded as deeply meaningful, and yet seem somehow to
fall short of our expectations; and how do the institutions that have
traditionally served as sources of values external to economic commit-
ments—namely, family, community, and religion—function in that ca-
pacity at present, not only as sources of restraint, but also as arenas
subject to changes that may be raising more questions about values
than they can easily answer?

The question of why work and money are personally engaging yet
problematic has led us to consider the ways in which each is culturally
understood. I argued that work, while engaged in most of the time as
a means of earning money, cannot be understood in these terms as well
as it can by recognizing that most people work in order to give a cultur-
ally legitimate account of themselves, only one possibility of which is to
say they are attempting to earn money. The need to provide legitimate
accounts of ourselves immediately places work back in the context in
which moral considerations and values apply. It is in fact these moral
considerations that render work meaningful for most people and en-
courage them to remain committed, if not overcommitted, to their
work. Yet close consideration of the accounts people give of their work
reveals that these accounts are taken-for-granted scripts supplied by
the workplace itself (or by schooling experiences), reinforced by certain
power arrangements in the workplace, yet at odds with many of the
experienced realities of contemporary work, and generally posed
within compartmentalized frameworks that do not connect easily with
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other values, aspirations, or personal commitments. Work is thus
meaningful, and for the most part satisfying, but difficult to incorpo-
rate into a broader understanding of what life is all about.

Money is problematic for a somewhat different set of reasons. Al-
though it is the subject of much discussion in public life, the more objec-
tive monetary realities known at this level are largely separate from the
subjective experience of money that characterizes most individuals’ pri-
vate lives. This disjuncture is reinforced by a widely taken-for-granted
taboo against discussing the intimate details of one’s personal finances
with friends, family, neighbors, or co-workers. At the same time, money
remains terribly important to most individuals, who also believe it is
their responsibility to use it wisely, and indeed to control their thoughts
and feelings about it. Money is thus a subject of considerable anxiety,
and this anxiety has relatively little to do with how much or how little
money an individual actually has.

Consumer expenditures are also problematic. They are so in part be-
cause of the uncertainties that surround money itself. In addition, the
increasing disjuncture between work and money increasingly severs
the latter from one of its traditional underpinnings, allowing it to float
more freely, as it were, and to be understood more exclusively in rela-
tion to consumption than production. Consumer needs expand for a
wide variety of reasons, including age-graded expectations built into
the life cycle as well as the appeals of advertising. Like work, these
needs are legitimated by personal accounts supplied and manipulated
by the marketplace itself (such as ideas about brand loyalty, compari-
son shopping, and dealer service)—accounts that often exclude paying
explicit attention to other personal values. Getting and spending are
seldom restrained by rational budgeting procedures but are often sub-
jected to the implicit restraints offered by rituals and symbolic bound-
aries. Consumer rituals suggest a range of comfort that is appropriate
to maintain, and symbolic boundaries raise questions about the spread
of consumerism into family relationships and other zones of personal
life that have been protected from the market. These rituals and bound-
aries help to curb the spread of consumer commitments but again set
up fences without providing explicit understandings of the nature of
these barriers.

Traditional understandings of the American Dream have always
tried to integrate issues of work and money with ideas about the role of
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family and community, and to some extent religion as well. In most
instances, work and money have been regarded as means of attaining
a better life for one’s family, but the pursuit of these activities has also
been restrained by understandings about family loyalty, community
responsibility, and the priority of the spiritual over the material. I have
presented evidence on the ways in which Americans today understand
their family, community, and religious obligations in order to see if
these understandings still pose moral restrictions on economic life.
What I have suggested in simplest terms is that each continues to do so,
but that changing social and cultural conditions have also made the
relationships between these institutions and economic commitments
more problematic.

The relationship between family and economic life has clearly be-
come problematic as a result of dual-career households and, more gen-
erally, the transition away from a gendered division of labor between
breadwinning and moral pedagogy. Working men and women find it
increasingly difficult to reconcile not only the time demands of their
work and their families but the priorities and assumptions each entails.

Community involvement at one time was also more readily recon-
ciled with economic commitments because helping one’s neighbor, or
working to improve one’s community, could be connected directly
with one’s economic self-interest. The breakdown of such communi-
ties has made it necessary for concerned individuals to make greater
efforts to set aside their own careers and financial concerns and to
balance these with voluntaristic efforts. In the process questions have
arisen more forcefully about what the appropriate balance is, and in-
deed about motives and values underpinning community service more
generally.

Religious commitments continue to undergird symbolic distinctions
between the spiritual and the material. Yet two of the three dominant
orientations we have considered—the tendency to compartmentalize
and to trivialize the relationship—fail to supply ways of thinking very
clearly about how the spiritual may actually restrain material commit-
ments, while the third orientation perceives more conflict between the
two but often provides comfort and personal security in the face of
economic chaos more than it does a clear sense of moral restraint.

Family, community, and religion, therefore, all continue to serve as
sources of human values that are set apart to some extent from eco-
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nomic or market considerations. But in each case we can also see most
clearly that social changes have taken place that encourage people to
raise questions about their values rather than to supply ready answers
about how to integrate the various parts of their lives.

In trying to flesh out the foregoing relationships, I have found
it necessary to postpone explicit consideration of moral reasoning it-
self. Clearly that is the remaining piece of the puzzle that we must now
try to understand. I suggested in chapter 3 that nineteenth-century
thought had been fundamentally ambivalent about work, money, and
other aspects of the material life, often articulating this ambivalence by
posing moral arguments about how these commitments should be lim-
ited. I traced some of the main arguments of the ascetic moralists and
the expressive moralists, largely to demonstrate that there are good
reasons to search once again for moral frameworks in which to under-
stand better—and perhaps with which to restrain—our economic
commitments.

I also had another reason for introducing the ascetic and expressive
moralists” arguments: those are part of our cultural heritage, and, while
often neglected in formal discussions of economic life, they probably
still have some resonance in popular understandings of work and
money. Put differently, we may find residues of these earlier argu-
ments, perhaps modified by late-twentieth-century cultural orienta-
tions, that still guide and restrain economic commitments.

At numerous points the foregoing discussions have in fact hinted at
some of these connections, although it was not possible at the time to
pursue these various clues to their full implications. For example, ac-
counts of work sometimes emphasize personal fulfillment or service to
humanity in ways that would perhaps be recognizable to the ascetic
moralists, and these accounts also hint at expressive arguments when
they emphasize the demons within. Similarly, our considerations of the
ways in which men and women try to reconcile their work and family
commitments can in some ways be taken as an application of ascetic
and expressive logic, the compartmentalization evident in men’s lives
being more reminiscent of ascetic orientations, and the compositional
strategies of working women running somewhat more parallel to ex-
pressivist orientations. Rather than reviewing these various hints from
the foregoing chapters, however, it will be more useful to turn now to
an explicit consideration of moral reasoning.
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PaM JONES

It will make the analytic sections of this chapter clearer if we begin with
a concrete example. Many of the individuals we have met in previous
chapters employ discourse about personal goals and values at various
points in discussing their lives. Indeed, virtually everyone feels strongly
that values are important, and most people regard themselves as ethi-
cal, morally guided individuals. Yet the main point of what we have
considered in previous chapters is that these same people have diffi-
culty bringing those values into their discussions of work, money, and
material goods. They also recognize that family, community, and spiri-
tuality, as alternative sources of values, have given them trouble, caus-
ing them to think about priorities but not necessarily providing good
ways of resolving these issues. This was as true of thoughtful or articu-
late people as it was of those who spent less time reflecting on their
lives. It will thus be helpful to consider what a person who has been
more successful in utilizing moral discourse might sound like. There
were in fact a few among those we interviewed. None of them felt that
they had been able to put their lives together in a way that satisfied
themselves completely, let alone that would serve as a model for oth-
ers.! Nevertheless, an example is useful, and in choosing one, I am
drawn again to Pam Jones, the software engineer whom I introduced in
chapter 7 as someone with alternative views of consumerism.

Pam Jones has been able to keep her work and money in perspective
by relating them to a broader set of moral values and commitments.
Reared in Puerto Rico by Anglo parents, she has always prided herself
on being bicultural and has wanted to work in a setting where she can
put the several languages she speaks (Spanish, English, and French)
and her knowledge of several Carribean and Central American coun-
tries to use. Her father was a doctor, a deeply religious man, whose
desire to help people led him to practice in Puerto Rico. Pam was suffi-
ciently influenced by him to serve as a volunteer in various clinics dur-
ing her college years. For the past eight years she has been developing
applied semiconductor technology for a large communications firm in
[linois. She likes the money she makes and has become absorbed with
the technical aspects of her work. It would seem that Pam, like so many
other Americans, has been seduced away from her youthful ideals by
the comforts of a secure life in the suburbs. Yet if we listen to the story
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Pam tells about her life, we soon realize that she is better able than most
to frame her economic behavior in a language of moral restraint.

When asked about the fulfillment she receives from her work, Pam
mentions the satisfaction associated with the technical aspects of her
job but quickly turns to what are often termed transferrable skills. “I'm
learning about managing things and negotiating. I'm learning about
managing my own time and being productive and making sure that I
do what needs to be done rather than just pretending it doesn’t have to
be done and then have it bite me in the back later. So I think I'm learn-
ing some good self-discipline skills.” These are skills that attach to her
person rather than to her job alone. In her view, they make her a more
useful, responsible person. They are traits she can apply in her church
work, in her home life, and in other jobs she may take in the future. They
are intrinsic to her work, unlike money or prestige. They also connect
her to the values her parents taught her. Both parents emphasized tak-
ing responsibilities to other people and to the community very seri-
ously. As a young adult, Pam feels she is still learning how to realize
those values. “I've grown a lot,” she says. “I feel like I could go into
some other, totally different environment, like teaching or managing a
school system or even working in hospital administration, and apply
some of the basic things I've learned. It’s not like something you learn
in school, it’s maturity that comes from being out in the world and
experiencing real-life situations.”

She is also keenly aware of the ways in which her work does not help
her to realize some of her deepest values. Although she feels good
about the people her work benefits, she worries that these are not the
truly needy people she learned to care for as a volunteer in college. “As
a company, we are developing features for the rich, for businesses,
rather than getting plain old telephone service to more of the world
community. I would feel much better ethically about doing that, about
working in Bolivia, for example, so some mother could call the hospital
when her child has swallowed poison. Three-way calling is nice but it’s
not necessary. I want to work on the bread for everybody instead of
cake for some.”

These are values she learned from her parents, who always culti-
vated a simple lifestyle in order to be of service to those less fortunate
than themselves. She still hears these values expressed at her church.
She does not hear them very much among her co-workers. Yet she rec-
ognizes that her current job can be a stepping stone for something more
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fulfilling in the future, even within the same company. “My husband
and I have talked about going overseas,” she remarks. Her company
often has new contracts in developing areas, and those opportunities
attract her. “I'm interested in becoming involved in on-site work, such
as installation.” Having language skills, she feels she would be pre-
pared for such a position. She also values these skills enough that she
wants to shift into something where she can use them. “I mean, if I
don’t start using them pretty soon, I feel like I'm going to lose them
forever.”

So Pam Jones is keeping her horizons open. Remembering some of
the other values she holds dear allows her to do so. In the meantime,
she still finds meaning on a daily basis at her job. She is not alienated
from it, as she might be if she saw no connection between it and the rest
of her life. At the same time, she sees it clearly as a means toward
realizing other values, rather than as an end in itself. She is especially
careful to view the money she makes in this way. “It does bring in good
money,” she admits. But that is important to her mainly because it al-
lows her husband to work at a job he really enjoys, rather than strug-
gling “to earn top dollar.”? Between the two of them, they can pay their
bills and still have time left over to serve in their church and plan for
the future. As we saw in chapter 7, she and her husband restrain their
consumer expenditures enough to help refugees, and they protest mili-
tary expenditures by refusing to pay part of their taxes.

But having a broader language in which to understand work and
money does not exempt people like Pam Jones from experiencing pres-
sure on a day-to-day basis. Wanting more out of life than just a good-
paying job, Pam often struggles with setting her priorities. “There’s not
enough time to do everything I want to do,” she complains. “I'm really
trying hard to learn how to say no to things.” And that sometimes
means saying no to things she values even more than her work. “Like
right now, I feel like I've said yes to too much stuff at the church. I've
got too many responsibilities there. I don’t have enough time to play,
to do things around the house, to be with my husband, read, and work
on my own spiritual growth.” Rather than simply capitulate to the de-
mands of the moment, though, Pam is able to allocate time and energy
to these various interests. She is able to because her understanding of
herself keeps all of them in view as explicit values. As she turns her
attention to each one, spending time at her church, going for a walk
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with her husband, and getting together with other women in her com-
munity, her values are also reinforced.

As I say, I do not wish to idolize this one example. It nevertheless
brings out some themes that are not evident in many people’s accounts
of their lives. In the following pages I want to look more closely at such
themes, not only in the moralist language that this example suggests
but in another kind as well. I shall discuss the contemporary manifesta-
tions of each, describe how they differ from each other, and suggest how
they do in fact pose restraint on economic commitments. To round out
the discussion, I shall also try to indicate the limitations and pathol-
ogies to which each of these orientations is subject.’

MoRrAL DiscoUurske IN Two KEys

The two languages of moral discourse on which I wish to focus can be
thought of as descendants of the ascetic and expressive moralism of the
nineteenth century, and for this reason I shall use these labels in de-
scribing them.* I shall argue that many of the assumptions of the earlier
moralists remain intact and still provide relatively distinct views of
how that which is fundamentally good in life is to be known and pur-
sued.’ At the same time, both must be situated within a late-twentieth-
century context in order to grasp their contemporary meanings and
implications.

It is difficult to say with certainty how common these two languages
are in contemporary society. Were they not only widely shared but also
powerful in their effects, I doubt that the accounts of work, money, and
material possessions that we have considered in previous chapters
would appear quite as they do. Yet these languages would clearly be of
less interest if they were common only to a few scattered thinkers,
sages, or keepers of tradition. Indeed, by some indications a consider-
able share of the American public seems to have at least some grasp of
the importance of moral absolutes, on the one hand, or of the value of
feelings and of inner conviction as moral guides, on the other hand. For
example, nine people out of ten agree that “certain values must be re-
garded as absolutes,” and a majority agree strongly with this statement.
Eight out of ten say they agree with the statement “I believe in follow-
ing a strict set of moral rules” (with half of these agreeing strongly).
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The statement “getting in touch with your inner feelings is more im-
portant than doing well in your job” evokes agreement from two peo-
ple in three. And about four in ten agree that “working on my emo-
tional life takes priority over other things,” with an equal number
agreeing that “exploring my inner self is one of my main priorities.”®
Yet when consistency across a variety of questions is invoked as a crite-
rion, relatively few Americans hold firmly to such indicators of ascetic
or expressive moralism.”

What exactly to make of these orientations on a large scale is, of
course, difficult to determine. I shall, however, be more interested in
considering the nuances of these languages and how they are practiced
than in estimating how widely shared they may be. Even to say this
much, though, is to get ahead of the story. We must retreat a few steps
and, at the risk of repeating some of what was said in chapter 3, discuss
the basic assumptions of ascetic moralism and expressive moralism,
and then suggest why both remain relevant as alternatives to the logic
that normally governs economic affairs.

For its nineteenth-century proponents, ascetic moralism connoted a
commitment to absolute values from which a fixed set of morally pre-
scribed rules of behavior could be derived. In popular usage, such rules
were probably articulated in simple dictums, such as “waste is wrong,”
“clean up your plate,” “earn the respect of your community,” and “be
completely honest in all your dealings.” These dictums supplied uni-
form standards for the handling of work and money, as well as other
parts of life. Doing one’s best, as a general guideline for working, for
example, could be translated into specific norms about accuracy and
efficiency. For example, an older man recalled that his father, who had
earned a living painting signs, always insisted on “painting a line right
the first time.” Such dictums of course functioned well in jobs that en-
tailed a clear definition of right and wrong. They were also external to
the person, serving as standards to be conformed to, not ones to be
defined or deliberated.

Contemporary ascetic moralism is less external and less certain
about what is absolute, although it is still both of these to a greater
extent than expressive moralism.® The same man, for example, said his
father taught him the value of family, community, and personal integ-
rity. But these values are now tempered by norms of tolerance, relativ-
ism, and a belief in thinking for oneself. Thus he feels a sense of conti-
nuity with his father’s emphasis on unwavering loyalty to traditional
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values, but he also distances himself by saying he is better able than his
father was to understand and appreciate why other people may hold
different values. There is also a looser connection between absolute
values and the means by which these values are put into practice. Thus,
avoiding waste may still be valued, but it is less certain whether clean-
ing up one’s plate is how to do this. Pam Jones, for example, believes in
being frugal but says her parents were so rigid about saving money
that they sometimes wasted it; she expends more effort trying to decide
what being frugal means.

Expressive moralism can also be understood by contrasting it with
some of its historic manifestations.” If scholars such as Thoreau and
Bushnell provided scholarly treatises defending it, a more popular
image that connotes some of its meaning was the adventurer. The
lonely nonconformist of the past went in search of adventure, hoping
to find something to do that was heroic and challenging. The adven-
turer of today goes out in search of the self, hoping to escape boredom,
but also wanting to indulge something inner that is struggling to find
an outlet."” Wanderlust is the closest idea from the past that conveys
the restlessness of today. Some who were smitten with this obsession
spent a few years traveling in hopes of finding themselves; others
struck out in search of fame and fortune. The historic wanderer was a
ne’er-do-well who was looked on with suspicion by respectable folks.
The seeker of fame and fortune was viewed more positively as a brave
soul who, even in failure, was more easily understood. The expressive
moralists of today generally have a more secure threshold under their
feet than the wanderers of the past. They need not go out in search of
fortune either, because they can always find a secure income if they
wish, or even if the worst happens, go live in their parents’ suburban
palace and cash out some securities from a trust fund. They simply
have the luxury to engage in a series of inner explorations. Despite
these differences, there is nevertheless continuity. Expressive moralism
still draws some of its language from the adverturers of the past, speak-
ing, for example, of spiritual journeys and inward explorations.

Expressive moralism is also rooted in an aesthetic tradition. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a person of sensibility was some-
one with a natural (or cultivated) ability to feel deeply, to register and
express emotion, and especially to enter sympathetically into the suf-
fering of others. Compared with the ascetic moralist, persons of sensi-
bility were sometimes dismissed as being ruled by their emotions. They



342 CHAPTER TWELVE

were sentimentalists whose behavior was guided more by feelings than
by reason, or dilettantes swayed by the winds of passion, and therefore
undependable, wasteful, and difficult to understand. Sometimes they
were thought to be weak and effeminate; often, sensibility was re-
garded as a female trait, whereas common sense was its male counter-
part, but there were exceptions." The ability to feel, especially to sense
God’s love or to emulate divine compassion, was also taken as a sign of
spirituality. The moral component of contemporary expressivism some-
times bears a close affinity with these aesthetic arguments. A person of
sensibility does not simply have feelings but has an obligation to ex-
press powerful feelings without holding back, especially feelings of
tenderness toward others, or feelings of rapture inspired by the beauty
of nature or art, and should trust and follow these feelings, letting them
influence one’s choices and activities.

These at least are among the intellectual underpinnings of expressive
moralism. For most people, though, the central tenets of expressive mor-
alism lead to less exotic or aesthetic journeys. Paying close attention to
their emotions has been forced upon them by stress, anxiety, dysfunc-
tional family backgrounds, or more acute personal crises, such as di-
vorce, illness, or unemployment. Others have been encouraged to en-
gage in introspection by cultural emphases on the self and personal
growth. Religious instruction, encouraging self-exploration as a way of
gaining spiritual insight, has provided similar encouragement.'> Karen
Kelsey, the clinical social worker, for example, has been deeply influ-
enced by reading philosophy, Buddhist writings, and therapeutic liter-
ature. “There’s a person inside each of us,” she explains, “who needs to
grow and who is trying to express herself.”

Both forms of moral discourse are centrally concerned with values,
but the two can be readily contrasted in terms of how values are con-
ceived.” On the one hand, a value can be an object that you attach
yourself to, or pursue, or say you are committed to as a desirable goal
in life, such as your family or your community or your religion. In each
case you can feel committed, loyal, devoted to these objects. You enter
into an exchange relation with them. You give time and energy and in
return receive pleasure. You may also receive a sense of worth, iden-
tity, and security. But to do so, controlling the self, channeling it toward
its goals becomes crucial. As Pam Jones observes, “being responsible”
is an integrating value. On the other hand, a value can be thought of as
a domain of behavior or even as a domain of yourself. Family is not
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something external to which you are committed; it is an arena in which
you live and interact. Community is something you immerse yourself
in and it becomes an integral part of you. In this conception the bound-
ary is not drawn between you and it. The boundary here is drawn
around the arena, with you inside it. Your identity is expressed and
amplified within it."*

In the first conception, moral discourse would define proper behav-
ior toward a valued object, such as its rights and your responsibilities.
From any stock of personal resources it would be necessary to decide
how much to commit to one object or another. A person should also be
able to order these objects in terms of a means-ends continuum or ac-
cording to a hierarchy of priorities. For example, showing up at work
on time might be a high value, but transporting a sick child to the doc-
tor would take precedence over that commitment. In the second con-
ception, moral discourse is likely to be more concerned with basic defi-
nitions of domains. For example, instead of assuming that there is a self
and a family, both being more or less fixed objects, this discourse
would say that I am more myself when I am with my family, or that
coming to know who I am depends on my family, or that my identity
and my family’s are relational. The important thing is not so much
what you do (how much energy you spend doing it), but what it means
to you and how you think and feel about it.

Both, therefore, demand moral responsibility from the individual
but cast the individual in different roles. In the first, the actor is a strong
ego-type, allocating energy, paying out time, and receiving various re-
wards; in the second, the actor is part of a system, immersed in a con-
text as part of a cybernetic process, a processor of information that has
a feedback mechanism built in; the actor is one who defines domains in
which to seek and learn and grow." The first view is exemplified in Pam
Jones’s desire for self-discipline in the pursuit of higher values. The
second view is evident in Karen Kelsey’s description of her personal
quest to understand moral responsibility: “I started getting the sense
that there is no totally objective morality that’s been communicated
and codified to humans,” she recalls. But that raised a question for her:
“How do you protect against your own selfish impulses for the greater
good?” She began looking inside for answers and pursuing them inten-
tionally. “I was more and more attracted to meditation which says,
clear all the stuff out of that space that teaches you how to be a person.
You know, clear all those extra thoughts—what am I going to have for
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dinner, what am I going to do tomorrow, am I going to be important—
all the attachments, so to speak. When you clear that space, then you
can take in more information from the deeper parts of yourself that can
guide you more appropriately toward solid, selfless decisions.”"

In neither case does moral discourse tell exactly which choices to
make, but it lays out considerations to be taken into account and sug-
gests some of the consequences. The language in which moral admoni-
tions are cast differs sharply between the two. In ascetic moralism, be-
havior to be avoided is likely to be described in terms of laziness, lack
of ambition, lack of financial responsibility to one’s family and commu-
nity, a failure to use one’s talents wisely, not making good investments,
not taking good care of one’s body and mind, engaging in foolish activ-
ities, making poor consumer choices, displaying intemperate behavior,
behaving greedily, or pursuing otherwise good activities to the point
that they become destructive to one’s physical health or family or social
responsibilities. Expressive moralism is more likely to describe unde-
sirable behavior in terms of addictions, being overly committed to any-
thing, not taking time to think things through, letting others make deci-
sions for you, failing to take responsibility for one’s decisions, not
knowing who one really is, following others rather than defining one’s
own goals, not paying attention to one’s thoughts or feelings, or not
attempting to grow as a person."”

Bad or improper behavior is thus possible to define within both
frameworks. But failure to avoid such behavior is also understood dif-
ferently in the two. Whereas asceticism implies responsibility and guilt,
contemporary expressivism is rooted in therapeutic understandings
that mostly deny guilt, arguing instead that a person need not feel
guilty about any behavior. In some formulations the idea of “should”
drops out of explicit usage. In its place, greater attention may be given
to the idea of paying attention to one’s limits, recognizing what is be-
yond one’s control, and thus avoiding trying to control things too
much. Responsibility to define and take charge of one’s circumstances
is thereby tempered by a sense of the inevitability of some circum-
stances and by recognition that one is to a degree a product of these
circumstances.

Expressive orientations can, of course, be devoid of moral overtones
entirely. Yet their historical manifestations in the work of writers such
as Thoreau and Emerson clearly entail the idea that inner feelings are
to serve as a standard for ordering one’s life and one’s values, not sim-
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ply as a mood or sensation to be followed without thought or self-
discipline. Expressivism in contemporary culture has been more prob-
lematic, causing some observers to believe it runs contrary to any sense
of right and wrong as standards existing independent of inner feelings.
But empirical evidence seems to run against these arguments. Among
those who say they would give top priority to their feelings when mak-
ing an ethical decision, for example, nine out of ten also say “trying to
do what is morally right” would be a major consideration. Even among
the small number of Americans who are willing to define ethics in
terms of feeling good (rather than honesty or deciding between right
and wrong), more than 90 percent also agree that “certain values must
be regarded as absolutes.”'®

Expressive moralism does, however, raise one very important ques-
tion: does it in fact provide a firm basis for living one’s life in an ethi-
cally responsible manner, or does it implicitly encourage moral relativ-
ism, even ethical license? One way of answering this question is to
compare people who elevate their feelings over their jobs to see how
they behave when faced with ethical dilemmas at work or in their per-
sonal lives. In my labor force survey about one person in six agreed
strongly with the statement that “paying attention to my feelings is
more important than doing well in my job.” Comparing these people
with those who gave different responses showed that the former were
indeed more likely to say they would follow their feelings when faced
with an ethical dilemma at work. But they were no more likely than
anyone else to have actually bent the rules or the truth at work in the
past year, to have arrived late, or to have falsified expense records.
They also disagreed that it was all right to do these things, said it was
not all right to fudge or look for gray areas on one’s income taxes, and
were just as likely as other employees to say they would confront
someone who was doing something unethical rather than looking the
other way. They were somewhat more likely to define ethics as doing
something that made you feel good, but only about one in ten chose
this definition, the remainder opting for responses emphasizing hon-
esty and deciding between right and wrong. Indeed, they were no
more likely than other respondents to say ethics depended on circum-
stances rather than being universal. And they were more likely to say
they felt personally responsible for the ethical behavior of others."

In short, feelings provide an internal compass that seems to guide
these people at least as well as other such compasses. Despite the sub-
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jectivity of feelings, those who emphasize them are thus able to govern
their behavior and take responsibility for the actions of others. The rea-
son is that people who emphasize feelings check in with themselves but
do not make their decisions entirely in a vacuum. In fact, when asked
what they would do if confronted with an ethical dilemma, they were
more likely than average to say they would discuss the issue with their
boss, talk it over with co-workers, read books to see what others had
done, and even seek advice from members of the clergy.” Furthermore,
they often believe that formalized moral codes exist and make sense
largely because they are compatible with what truly paying attention
to inner feelings would reveal anyway. Karen Kelsey, for example, as-
serts that morality is not a universal truth, but that there is “a crossover
between what an act does to the spirit in everybody, or in most people,
and what you can and can’t do.” She explains, “I think murder hurts
the spirit, so most people can’t think of doing it, and thus it’s not bad
to have it in an ethical code because most of us couldn’t do it anyway.”

ALTERNATIVES TO ECONOMIC REASONING

These two modes of discourse are probably among the most viable
alternatives to the various presuppositions of naturalism, utilitarian-
ism, and instrumentalism so widely in evidence in the economic arena.
I do not mean to suggest that they are sufficient in themselves to set
limits on what many feel is an economic system guided entirely by its
own internal mechanisms. But they are surely among the most promi-
nent repertoires that must be considered if moral discourse is to have
any role in regulating economic life. Both are, as we have seen, deeply
embedded in American history, and it would not be an exaggeration to
say they have been prominent in modern culture more generally. Their
legacy has been modified by the economic changes that have taken
place during the past century and a half and in the philosophical de-
bates that have accompanied these changes. And yet their basic prem-
ises remain largely unchallenged, and they have been the subject of
continuing interest even at the popular level at least partly because
they appear to be firmly embedded in the language and practices of
some of our most powerful social institutions.

The opposition between moralism and economic reasoning can be
understood partly in historical terms. The intellectual origins of nine-
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teenth-century moralism in the United States can be traced to the eigh-
teenth century when British writers such as Anthony Shaftesbury and
Francis Hutcheson began to rethink earlier theistic conceptions of an
absolute moral standard both as a reaction to and as an accommoda-
tion with the naturalistic orientations gaining prominence in Restora-
tion and Enlightenment thought.*" Already there was a strong assump-
tion in theism that everything in the world was ordered and regulated
for the best, and increasingly this sense of order was associated with
nature. The moralists, however, argued that purely naturalistic, instru-
mental, or utilitarian frameworks failed to appreciate fully the extent to
which the cosmos was ordered for human good and, therefore, could
not provide an adequate basis for moral conduct. At the same time,
they affirmed the reasonableness of acting honestly and respectfully
because the cosmic order was indeed a system operating for the highest
benefit of all.*

The moralist emphasis on order can in turn be traced to Greek con-
ceptions of a golden mean and of beauty in symmetry. These ideas
were also very much evident in the moralist literature of the eighteenth
century in which, with the growing interest in nature, an aesthetic of
spatial proportion and perspective came to be emphasized, and they
provided a central principle for someone like Benjamin Franklin. Order
implied, as it was often said, a place for everything and everything in
its place. Determining appropriate courses of action required individu-
als to conceive of the whole order of things as a way of gaining the
proper perspective in which to see and appreciate their own place.
Right understanding depended on taking the larger picture into ac-
count so that narrow interests did not lead one astray. Tocqueville’s
assertion in the early nineteenth century that Americans pursue a form
of self-interest that was “rightly understood” was very much a positive
application of the moralist perspective.

The moralist perspectives that have gained prominence since the
eighteenth century place special emphasis on the capacity of rational
beings to love rational order when they see it. An essential feature of
human nature is to be morally inclined, much in the same way that
goodness was associated in the Enlightenment with nature in its pre-
civilized state, and only subject to being sidetracked by false teachings
or the narrowing of perspective that may come with the pursuit of self-
interest or vice, among which excessive work or devotion to money
might be included. This conception asserts a kind of correspondence
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between the moral order inscribed externally in the universe and the
moral sensibility present internally in the individual soul. The congru-
ence between universe and soul makes it possible for the individual to
know what is good and right. It also implies that individuals must ex-
amine their own desires, aspirations, and inclinations. Modern moral-
ism, in this sense, maintains an assumption of objective moral order but
also heavily subjectivizes morality by placing so much of its ultimate
evidence within the consciousness of the individual.

From its inception, the moralist tradition self-consciously opposed
the narrow atomistic and utilitarian thinking perceived to govern eco-
nomic models of human behavior. Hutcheson in particular formulated
his ideas explicitly in opposition to Mandeville and later found himself
equally opposed to the economic writings of Adam Smith, because
both in his view were too quick to blur the distinction between vice and
virtue by arguing that self-interested pursuits would necessarily bene-
fit the common good. Moralists denied that benevolence could be re-
duced simply to egoism, arguing that no matter what the specific con-
sequenced might be, there was still value in loving the good for its own
sake and trying to be moral because morality itself is right, not simply
because it is in our self-interest.

In historical perspective, it is therefore not entirely accidental that
ascetic moralist and expressivist languages remain vital alternatives to
the fragmented, valueless discourse so much in evidence within the
economic domain. Both emerged in reaction to perceived inadequacies
of Enlightenment deism and naturalism, especially their alleged one-
dimensionality or flatness that allowed no room for what makes life
significant. This was the same unidimensionality that was increasingly
embraced by the political economists of the late eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. Ascetic moralists objected strongly to the separation
of fact and value that seemed to be an inevitable consequence of re-
garding the individual as a detached observer of nature, while expres-
sivists sought a closer linkage between the interior realm of subjectivity
and nature itself.

In addition to these initial concerns, both orientations have come to
deplore the instrumentalism that many social observers perceive to be
prevalent in contemporary society. According to this criticism, it is
within the economic realm particularly that everything appears to be
regarded as a means, rather than being something of intrinsic worth;



MATERIALISM AND MORAL RESTRAINT 349

thus, work and money both appear as means for the attainment of
other ends. But as ends are bracketed from consideration within the
economic realm itself, action is increasingly governed by norms of effi-
ciency, effectiveness, and rationality in the arrangement of means.”
Humans are thus cut off from considering other humans as beings of
ultimate worth but regard them as instruments to be manipulated for
limited purposes. The same is true of nature, insofar as it becomes
merely an object to be mastered or a tool to be used in attaining other
ends. This critique of instrumentalism is, at least, the way moral dis-
course has often been portrayed in the philosophical literature. And yet
we will need to modify some of these claims if we are to understand
more clearly how moralist language may actually differ from the legiti-
mating claims we have examined thus far in our discussions of work,
money, and other spheres of everyday life.

A better characterization would be to say that work and money are
no longer understood at the popular level as means alone but have
become implicitly associated with certain kinds of ends that give them
worth, or intrinsic meaning, of their own. For instance, work is not a
means of attaining money which is in turn a means for securing oppor-
tunities for one’s children; rather, work is inherently meaningful be-
cause of the variety and choice embedded within it. Or, put differently,
one does not work as a means of obtaining variety and choice; those
values are simply present in the structure of work itself. From the mor-
alist perspective, the problem then is not that work comes to be gov-
erned strictly by norms of efficiency, effectiveness, and rationality (it is
often, in fact, none of these), but that a mythology of variety and choice
(or performance) provides it with legitimacy without regard to the
goals being pursued.

For the ascetic moralist, the main pitfall of economic reality is thus its
tendency to subvert or preclude knowledge of that which is of intrinsic
worth. A common complaint voiced by ascetic moralists even today is
that people have lost their sense of priorities, and these priorities can-
not be rediscovered unless the economic realm is brought into proper
perspective by a consideration of broader or transcendent principles.
The ascetic emphasis on balance is particularly important for determin-
ing what is appropriate behavior in the workplace. Although success
may legitimately be sought, excess is to be avoided, meaning that ag-
gressive or overzealous commitment to a career or a job is morally
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inappropriate, just as is too much interest in making money or securing
material goods. Keeping all things in balance requires a commitment to
family and neighbors, civic duty, and time for self-examination.

Someone like Pam Jones is thus an example of ascetic moralism be-
cause she employs a language of order and priorities to achieve a bal-
ance among such commitments. For her, competitiveness and greed
constitute violations of the injunction to live temperately and in har-
mony with one’s co-workers and neighbors. Above all, she argues that
work must suit the long-range goals she sets for herself, rather than
being allowed to subvert these goals. She realizes how easy it is to be
caught up in meeting short-term deadlines in the workplace, almost
“like a game,” she says. When this happens, she finds it helpful to step
back and ask herself, “what will have seemed important to me ten
years from now?” Talking over these issues with her husband, a close
friend, or her Bible study group is essential. Otherwise, she admits, she
would begin to behave like a workaholic.

The symptom of imbalance (or disorder) that is of greatest concern to
ascetic moralists is selfishness. This, more than greed, ambition, over-
work, or material obsessions, is the corrupting force that must be re-
strained, especially in economic affairs, because these activities encour-
age self-seeking behavior.* Restraining self-interested behavior is of
course not always a popular idea, especially when self-gratification has
become a cultural expectation. Ascetic moralism may thus sound like a
call for puritanism or self-sacrifice. Its moral meaning, however, is bet-
ter understood as a rejection of self-aggrandizement, which in the eco-
nomic sphere would imply using material gain solely for one’s own
comfort, power, or fame. It involves keeping a sense of something
other than self clearly in mind, such as a service ethic that champions
the interests of other people or what religious writers might refer to as
transcendence or submission to the divine. “One clear sign of whether
we have godly or selfish ambition is whether we keep our priorities
straight,” writes California businessman President Robert Heavner.
“When our drive to achieve something makes us slight our families,
our quiet devotional time with God, our health, or our local churches,
we can be sure we have succumbed to selfish ambition.”*

“Keeping our priorities straight” is thus reminiscent of the moralist
arguments of the nineteenth century. Yet this slogan takes on addi-
tional meaning in contemporary moral discourse. Choice and human
diversity have been emphasized to such an extent that moral stan-
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dards, while still regarded by many as absolutes, are less likely to be
considered universalistically applicable. Knowing how to apply these
standards to concrete situations is at least difficult. Consequently,
thinking about the relative merit of various priorities becomes good
advice, as does finding an appropriate balance among them. Among
other things, this means recognizing an inherent tension between self-
interested and other-directed behavior, and thus attempting to balance
the one with the other. In concrete terms, it may therefore be possible
for an individual to be hardworking, ambitious, or rich, and yet be
considered morally responsible by virtue of balancing these traits with
generosity, kindness, and service. Any specific action may involve
complex motives, but a morally acceptable account of these motives
will require evidence of having attempted to strike a balance among
worthy priorities.”

For the expressive moralist, a similar concern for balance is sug-
gested by the charge that economistic thinking separates individuals
from nature, thereby cutting them off from their essence or ultimate
source of wisdom and inspiration. Sensing that human relationships
have been broken by instrumentalist orientations in the material realm,
expressivists are also deeply concerned about healing these relation-
ships, overcoming the divisions between people, and creating commu-
nity. Karen Kelsey, for example, has been involved in volunteer proj-
ects ever since she was in high school. She has tutored disadvantaged
students, operated a hotline, and organized groups to promote dia-
logue between Jews and Arabs. At first these efforts seemed instrumen-
tal and awkward. They were not part of her ordinary life. But her goal
is to integrate them more fully. The idea, she says, is not to look around
and ask “what good volunteer thing can I become involved in this
year?” That seems too much like “joining” or doing something extra. “I
just want to be so much a part of the world, so tuned into things,” she
explains, “that something will come into my life and I won’t be able to
stand not getting involved.””

As far as broader social divisions are concerned, images of peace,
oneness, and the commonness of humanity typically suggest the kind
of world desired. Structures that may actually contribute to the allevi-
ation of social problems may be supported intellectually, but not elicit
as deep a commitment as those that involve individuals in one-on-one
relationships.”® In more intimate relationships the quest for commu-
nity is likely to engage the whole person, or at least the person seeking
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wholeness, and emphasize communication at the level of feelings be-
cause these are taken to be the essence of human reality. Community is
also likely to be connected closely with concepts of personal growth,
such that the nurturing of individual potential comes about through a
sharing of feelings (expression) and the originality that results from
dynamic interpersonal interaction. Family relationships, involvement
in voluntary associations and community organizations, and participa-
tion in spiritually oriented groups are all of value because they provide
occasions for the sharing of feelings and the mutual nurturing of origi-
nal and dynamic selves. Some intimate relationships of this kind may
also be found, as we have seen, within the workplace or in the market
arena, but these are less likely to sustain such relationships because of
their competitive, instrumental emphases.

THE ROLE OF FEELINGS

The two moralist languages differ most clearly of course in the role
they attribute to feelings or emotions. The ascetic moralist tends to be
distrustful of feelings, associating them with nature, from which the
reasoning intellect still remains somewhat detached and can be fully
objective only so long as it is detached. The impulsiveness of the person
guided by feelings is also a matter of some misgiving because the
ascetic moralist prefers to work out a rationally ordered system of prin-
ciples and priorities against which to evaluate the requirements of ev-
eryday life. Expressive moralism has, however, become acceptable in
contemporary society because of a shift away from some of these con-
ventional views. Emotivism may still be regarded as an inadequate
philosophical basis for deriving moral principles. But emotions them-
selves may well be viewed as advantageous in comparison with de-
tached reason alone. As Robert Nozick suggests, “When we respond
emotionally to value, rather than merely judging or evaluating it men-
tally, we respond more fully because our feelings and our physiology
are involved.”” Moreover, feelings may now be more nearly under our
control as individuals. Rather than being nature speaking in an immu-
table way, they have become the result of circumstances and our own
efforts. Thus we have a need not only to escape from work to quiet
ourselves in order to listen to our inner nature, but also to escape in



MATERIALISM AND MORAL RESTRAINT 353

order to vary our circumstances, to escape unpleasant pressures, and to
expose ourselves to more enriching experiences.

Art Kaufman, 35, a San Francisco psychiatrist, illustrates one way in
which an emphasis on feelings and moral responsibility are connected.
Ever since he was in high school he has tried to grow by cultivating his
creative impulses, by paying attention to his emotions, and by learning
to understand these feelings better. The material he works with is of
course his life, but he doesn’t think of it that way. Instead, he talks
about narratives, thus turning feelings into something he can create
and control, rather than viewing them simply as natural impulses. In
relating to his patients, for instance, he says “you’re working with kind
of a narrative of a person’s life and someone reconstructs who THEY
are from the past and memories, feelings, you know, kind of a “works-
in-progress’ thing.” The narrative, we might say, stands between his
feelings (or memories) and the choices he eventually makes. It is impor-
tant as a kind of template for his behavior. By being conscious about it,
he is able to reconstruct it, and thus he is able to integrate his experi-
ences, drawing his thoughts about work and money together with
other parts of his life. The result might be described simply as an exam-
ined life. But what makes it possible is a two-stage process that in-
volves, first, perceiving his feelings as an important manifestation of
himself, and second, constructing an interpretive framework about
those feelings and drawing his sense of values and moral obligations
into that framework. This framework, moreover, remains fluid, always
adapting and incorporating new ideas and feelings. It cannot be de-
scribed as a structure or a tapestry or a web, all of which convey too
static a sense of meaning. Searching for the right metaphor, he likens
himself to an improvisational jazz musician. “‘Improv-ing’ with
words,” he says, “I guess that’s what I do.”

The emphasis placed on feelings in expressive moralism may seem to
imply that ascetic moralism is, by comparison, entirely cognitive and
rationally detached, devoid of feeling. This is by no means the case. But
feelings do play a different role in ascetic moralism. Rather than signal-
ing an inner state or natural impulse seeking expression, they are symp-
tomatic of right and wrong conduct, telling individuals whether they
have acted morally or not, like the joy or delight that comes from doing
what is known to be right. Right conduct can thus be directed and
enriched by paying attention to one’s feelings. As Pam Jones remarks,
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“Some people are so busy doing things, they don’t have time just to be.
For me, the meditative life is important.”

Modern moralists also emphasize the role of individual will to a
great extent, so pleasurable feelings of pride and worth may follow
from facing good and evil and making the appropriate choice. There is
also an expectation that good feelings will result, even when confor-
mity with moral principles is difficult, because of the moralists” concep-
tion of a beneficent order in the universe. Individuals may not fully
understand why a particular course of action should be taken but can
be happy in taking it because they know there is a loving and affirming
order in the world that ensures goodness when they live according to
its moral principles. This conception of ultimate benevolence can also
result in a kind of stoic, stiff-upper-lip contentment with life because
joy itself becomes a moral principle, while discouragement and tension
indicate a lack of trust that the forces of good will prevail.

In popular discourse, the most common sentiment is probably the
simple assertion that individuals have a right to be happy, which trans-
lated means a right to feel good. If one does not feel good about one’s
workday or about a recent purchase, therefore, this feeling may need to
be taken seriously as a symptom of misplaced priorities or poor judg-
ment, and effort should be expended to alter one’s attitudes or behav-
ior to make good feelings return. The way to restrain one’s economic
commitments, therefore, is to be guided by a sense of emotional har-
mony. Concretely, it is not the sheer number of hours one works that
has moral significance, but how one feels about those hours. For exam-
ple, consider how writer Malcolm Muggeridge contrasts workahol-
ism with more laudable service-oriented work, such as that performed
by Mother Teresa’s Sisters of Charity: “Their life is tough and austere
by worldly standards, certainly; yet I never met such delightful, happy
women.”* In other words, happiness is the key. Curiously, then, as-
cetic moralism may converge sharply with expressive moralism in its
elevation of feelings as a standard of moral excellence. The chief differ-
ence—clearly an important one—is that good feelings are more likely
to be considered an end in themselves in expressive moralism, but only
an indicator that means and ends are in proper relation for the ascetic
moralist.

In either case, morally oriented individuals have a responsibility to
reflect on their feelings, to process them, and to decide which ones to
affirm and which ones to discard. The individual’s responsibility to
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take charge of his or her own life is in fact one of the hallmarks of
contemporary moralist thinking. It is what makes moralist discourse so
highly relevant for a society in which discretion appears to have ex-
panded at so many levels.

Yet the responsibility to engage in morally informed behavior de-
pends not simply on present social conditions but on historic concep-
tions of freedom that are built into moralist discourse itself. The ascetic
moralist assumes that the individual is able to know intuitively at least
something of what is right or wrong. The individual is not simply a
puppet or an apprentice, as in some Calvinistic understandings, who
must learn God’s grand design but never know for sure whether or not
this knowledge will be adequate. In contrast to the inscrutable God of
the Calvinist, the theologies and philosophies that became more popu-
lar in the United States have assumed that full knowledge of at least the
essential truths of life are subjectively possible, either through the inner
promptings of the Holy Spirit or through cognitive reflection on the
written Scriptures, or nature, or human experience. Knowing the dif-
ference between good and evil, the individual is thus genuinely free to
choose between them in a way that someone with imperfect knowl-
edge would not be free. Similarly, the expressive moralist is free be-
cause of the essence or power or potential that lies within, in the inner
being, and the person’s ability to probe the depths of this being, or even
to create it imaginatively and experimentally.

In both cases, the enhanced reflexivity of the individual subject has
also become central to understanding the freedom and responsibility of
the individual to make moral choices. Having the ability to know one’s
self and to sense one’s feelings, and having the conviction that self-
knowledge and subjective feelings are a valid form of information, the
individual can then use this information cybernetically as a self-correct-
ing feedback mechanism for charting courses of action. Thus, for the
ascetic moralist the idea of a moral compass becomes an apt metaphor,
giving the individual a reading of ethical location with respect to abso-
lute universal standards, but still assuming that the individual is capa-
ble of reading the compass accurately and is free to abide by what it
indicates or to violate what it suggests. For the expressive moralist this
metaphor is less apt because absolutes are less readily evident. But the
idea of moral meanings is better because the individual attributes
moral significance to its own action and its surroundings. Language,
and especially symbolism, becomes important because it enhances the
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framework in which individuals interpret the significance of their ac-
tions. The language itself becomes part of the action because it defines
reality and places individuals in a broader interpretive framework.

It is worth noting, too, that the two also assume other foundational
principles on which individual freedoms rest, such as the right to per-
sonal safety and certain conceptions of justice and equality. Thus ex-
pressivists are bound to restrict the expression of their feelings when it
violates others’ rights to do the same; each person is also equal in the
sense of having potential access to feelings and being able to assume
that those feelings are legitimate. The ascetic moralist also has no right
to infringe on the personal safety of anyone else and, given the assump-
tion of subjective access to moral wisdom, does not regard anyone as
being beyond the pale of moral tutelage and responsibility. Thus moral
absolutism is tempered by the assumption that if someone else is
strongly convinced of a moral position, then that person needs to be
treated with respect. For this reason, sincerity of conviction becomes
especially important, whereas not having any convictions becomes se-
riously questionable.



Chapter Thirteen

THE POSSIBILITIES OF MORAL DISCOURSE:
LIMITATIONS, PATHOLOGIES,
AND CHALLENGES

by making it less meaningful, but to set limits around its mean-

ings, showing them in fact to be circumscribed, making differen-
tiation possible, as it were, and then providing bridges between these
delimited meanings and other conceptions of value. Moral discourse
does not necessarily provide legitimate reasons to work shorter hours,
but it helps sort out how to know if those hours are really contributing
to the realization of one’s goals and one’s personal identity.

The observation that many people find their work fulfilling because
it provides variety might be taken as an example. Variety can be de-
fined, as we saw, within a narrow range that takes the constraints of the
workplace largely for granted, and sometimes even exaggerates the
importance of these variations. Moral discourse allows a distinction to
be drawn between experiences that are etiolated or deadening and
those that appear to provide genuine variety and personal enrichment.
The difference is not that any absolute standard of “genuine variety” is
specified (although it might be for ascetic moralists), but that variety
ceases to be an end in itself and becomes a means that makes sense in
relation to some greater end. The ascetic emphasis on balance may be
realized more fully when variety is present. Expressivism provides a
language for arguing that human life itself is varied, and that this
diversity should be valued because the originality of each individual
attests to his or her quality and worth as a human being. Experiences
that are varied may for this reason seem more real or lifelike. Variety in
the workplace is thus important because it seems that this is the way
life should be. Insofar as our selves are influenced by the situations we
experience, we may also feel that we become more interesting and en-
riched as individuals.'

THE ROLE OF moralist orientations is not to restrict economic life
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Survey data are always limited, but they do provide a number of
revealing indications of the ways in which ascetic and expressive
moralism influence conceptions of work and money. The accounts peo-
ple give of their work, first of all, are more likely to draw connections
with other goals and values, rather than being oriented to isolated
characteristics of the workplace itself. For example, ascetic moralists
are more likely than average to say they chose their line of work be-
cause of the challenges it presented them and the opportunities it pro-
vided to make use of their talents, and they are less likely to emphasize
money. Expressivists emphasize a relationship between work and their
desire for personal growth. Both are more likely than average to say
their work is meaningful and to express satisfaction with it, and they
are less likely than other workers to experience conflicts with their su-
pervisors. But they are also more likely to say they want more out of
life than just a good job, and they want more time to think about their
basic values and priorities. Both experience stress as often as other
workers, and they are, in fact, more likely to sense that work pressures
conflict with their families or their need for personal time. But they are
also more likely to alleviate stress by talking with their friends and by
praying or meditating. And there is a slight tendency for them to resist
working long hours.

Orientations toward money are also influenced by these concep-
tions. Ascetic moralists are less likely than average to say making a lot
of money is important to them, less likely to say they value having a
nice home or traveling for pleasure, less likely to associate money with
freedom, more likely to keep a family budget, more likely to think
about their personal values when deciding on consumer purchases,
more likely to value helping the needy, and more likely to give money
to charities. Expressive moralists continue to value money but worry
less about whether they have it or not, exhibit generosity in helping the
needy, balance their interest in money with stronger commitments to
their families and their communities, and express greater concern than
average about the social effects of materialism and advertising. Both
are less likely to cheat on their income taxes or falsify expense accounts
at work.?

Besides posing restraint and alternative commitments in individual
life, moralist reasoning also has broad implications for the articulation
of public policies concerned with the collective disposition of re-
sources. Although the alleviation of social ills can be defended strictly
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in self-interested terms, moralist reasoning has also held that it is sim-
ply right to attempt to reduce suffering. Consequently, an ongoing de-
bate in moralist discourse, and one that clearly divides ascetic moralists
from expressivists, concerns the definition and manifestations of suf-
fering, and how best to alleviate it. Instrumentalist and atomistic as-
sumptions that may be dominant in economic circles—namely, that
ordinary means, such as making businesses more profitable, are suffi-
cient for alleviating suffering, or that individuals are atomized units
with little awareness or responsibility for those in need—are rejected
by both varieties of moralists. Ascetic moralists naturally conceive of
suffering in terms of value priorities, so suffering that results from vio-
lations of high values (i.e., evil) is especially important to combat (for
example, suffering associated with the Holocaust or attributed to an
abridgment of natural rights), and purely instrumental efforts to allevi-
ate suffering are likely to be couched in broader considerations, such as
the ideal of making the poor self-sufficient by giving them education,
rather than merely feeding and housing them. Expressive moralists, in
contrast, are more likely to relativize the concept of suffering by asking
what the term means in the first place or by conceiving of it as a con-
structed reality. In their view mental and emotional suffering would
thus be important as well as physical suffering, as would any form of
inauthenticity. Any instrumental means of helping the needy would
have to be evaluated not only in terms of its effectiveness but also in
terms of whether it might degrade them or rob them of their original-
ity. The personal growth of the caregiver might also be especially im-
portant. Both variants of moralism, therefore, provide legitimate ways
of incorporating some of the broader concerns that arise when caregiv-
ing can no longer be regarded simply as a natural part of the communi-
ties in which people live.’

Paradoxically, moralist language has special potential for revitaliz-
ing contemporary culture because it emphasizes the individual even
more so than community. Ascetic and expressive moralism resonate
deeply with the individualism in our cultural heritage. As Colin
Campbell asserts in describing the Puritan and romantic traditions
from which the two emanate, “both are individualistic, inner-directed
ethics, requiring intense introspection and soul-searching, and whilst
what is located in each case as ‘the real self’ is different, it is this inner
reality which is appealed to as the ultimate authority for resisting what
are seen as unwarrantable demands from without.”* It is unnecessary
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to emphasize the interior quality of each to the extent that Campbell
does to see that both place heavy responsibility on the individual to
decide what is right, and both aim to do so in a way that is morally
persuasive rather than politically coercive or legally binding. This
means, in effect, that either language or both can be adopted without
having to compromise the authority, freedom, and responsibility we
associate so dearly with the individual.

If both have ethical potential because of this compatibility with other
values in our culture, they nevertheless carry an inherent weakness for
the same reason. Just as Puritanism legitimated not only a moral re-
straint on the economic life, but also a form of acquisitive capitalism, so
contemporary moralism contains ambiguities that do not always stand
up well against the pressures of the marketplace. The reason is not that
these pressures are so overwhelmingly urgent in themselves, but that
contemporary moralist language is itself a product of a highly commer-
cialized cultural environment. As a result, moralist language sometimes
affirms the same assumptions that prevail in the economic sphere. Only
close consideration of the two reveals the differences. Assumptions
about freedom provide a clear example.

UNDERSTANDING FREEDOM

The economic conception of freedom includes the following ideas: that
the ability to make decisions at work constitutes freedom, as opposed
to someone telling you what to do; that greater wealth means greater
freedom, because money is a universal means that can be used to do
many different things, even as opposed to other forms of capital, such
as land that might limit one’s options; and that material possessions
enhance freedom because they free one’s time from routine tasks, such
as washing dishes, or because they give one greater social options, such
as wearing the right cosmetics or drinking the right beer providing
access to beautiful women and attractive men, or because material pos-
sessions actually are the means to self-realization, such as travel that
broadens one’s horizons, or exercise equipment that makes one feel
better and prolongs one’s life. Especially important is the idea that free-
dom means the capacity to choose, so a good economic position to be
in is to have a market that supplies abundant goods and career oppor-
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tunities and chances to make money. Also desirable is being in a per-
sonal position with lots of individual capital, whether in the form of
training or money or goods, that allows one the freedom to exploit as
many of these opportunities as possible.

Moralist notions of freedom are not entirely different. Yet they do
add different emphases. Freedom may be enhanced through other
things, even things that might limit one’s economic opportunities. For
example, having a spouse and children, or intimate friends, or people
in the community to whom one feels responsible might limit one’s ca-
reer options or freedom to buy things but enhance one’s opportunities
to grow as a person, to realize one’s self in different ways because of the
multiple relationships and new roles involved, all of which might be
emphasized in an expressive moralist orientation. Or an ascetic moral-
ist might regard freedom more as saying no to demands that violated
one’s sense of principle, such as leaving a job that demanded ethical
compromise; or freedom would be seen as requiring obligations, such
that someone who simply “knew no boundaries” economically would
actually not be free, but be burdened because of having too much un-
certainty, or they would have too much responsibility because infinite
choice increases responsibility proportionately; whereas having defi-
nite commitments to absolutes, such as the value of one’s children or
one’s god, would mean freedom in the sense of not having to worry,
but just knowing that some things were already fixed, and thus having
more meaning, or being able to focus more on how to serve those ends;
or those absolutes actually giving you the freedom to say no, an excuse
not to work weekends, for example. Also, the presence of absolute
principles gives one a fulcrum, the ability to detach from everyday real-
ity, to stand above it, and to see it more dispassionately. Thus the mor-
alist is a disengaged actor who can transcend immediate situations,
demands for social conformity, even the iron cage of dominant values
in the present historical epoch.

Merely the realization that one is a person with legitimate interests,
needs, and feelings that cannot be fulfilled entirely by work or money
can be a liberating experience, especially for those who have been
driven by internal demons that respond obediently to the demands of
the marketplace. Karen Kelsey, for example, recalls a period in her life
when she was “so driven by the demons of my inner world that there
was no me.” She says she had “no space,” no way to think about her
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“internal computer,” so she just acted out “unconscious things.” She
was driven to “manage” all sorts of commitments but experienced “no
quietness at all.” Only by “clearing away things” was it possible for her
to gain “enough of a self” that she could truly make decisions about
what she wanted in life.

Moralist languages can thus restrain economic behavior by giving
terms such as freedom alternative meanings. But moralist languages
are also subject to being decomposed. Like genes that can now be sliced
and spliced to create artificial life forms, bits and pieces of moral dis-
course can be separated from their own semantic contexts and joined
with other logics to form hybrid arguments.” The expressivist emphasis
on feelings is especially subject to such adaptations. There is in Ameri-
can moral discourse a strong sense of ethical consequentialism, which
under normal circumstances forges a close link between means and
ends.® One example would be the view, which we saw in nineteenth-
century moralist writing, that ethical behavior “pays off,” a view that
is still widespread in American culture.” Another example is the notion
that good people who work hard will be rewarded with material pros-
perity, a view that we have seen to be in considerably greater dispute
at present. But if ethical behavior cannot be counted on to produce
certain outcomes, especially if these outcomes lie in the economic
sphere, then a problem conceivably arises about the relationship be-
tween economic behavior and goodness, and indeed about how well
rational assumptions about human behavior may apply more gener-
ally. The idea of good feelings may come to the rescue in the following
way. It is common first of all, as we have seen, for people to deny that
wealth and happiness bear any systematic relation to each other. Good
feelings can thus be separated conceptionally from monetary calcula-
tions. If the reward for good behavior (including hard work) is not
money, then it can possibly be good feelings. In fact, people do argue
that if someone is a responsible person, works hard, and behaves char-
itably, then peace of mind, joy, serenity, satisfaction, or other good feel-
ings will be the result.® This simple argument can perform two valuable
services. One, it restores a sense of rationality to the economic sphere
by establishing a different connection between good behavior and de-
sirable ends. And, two, it may in fact give people a reason to limit their
work and their interest in money by suggesting to them that a point
may be reached where good feelings can be obtained only by relaxing
or performing good deeds for one’s neighbors. The second can be ac-
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complished, though, only if good feelings remain conceptually linked
to the larger logic of expressive moralism. If good feelings are simply
transplanted into an economic calculus, then there is no way to decide
when enough is enough.

RETREAT FROM SOCIETY?

The limitation that has generally been of greatest concern to critics of
moralist language historically is this language’s tendency to emphasize
individual rather than societal issues. As I have noted, both ascetic and
expressive moralist orientations provide perspectives on suffering that
may lead to distinct social policy concerns. But these may still fall short
of providing a full-fledged image of society. Expressive moralism has
in recent years been especially vulnerable to criticisms of this sort. In
expressivist terms society is sometimes regarded, as the early romanti-
cists theorized, as a kind of spirit that exists more in the subjective
consciousness of the individual than as an organized reality. Expres-
sive moralists may in consequence be inclined to identify with the po-
tential goodness of society, perceiving it as a source of nurture, sup-
port, and intimacy, but remaining suspicious of complex organizations
and the power structures actually governing modern societies.’

In this view, the family may well be emphasized as a haven against
the world, a place of warmth and love. But this emphasis also places
high expectations on the family, perhaps even causing it to break down
under the strain. In practical terms, family loyalty and the intimate
warmth of family life may become more important as a way of limit-
ing work, but it may also become necessary to work harder and worry
more in order to realize the higher expectations that now become at-
tached to family life. Retreating from other public responsibilities may
also be the result of this emphasis on warmth and intimacy. The expres-
sive moralist often desires a richer sense of meaning than can be found
in the austere arrangements of large-scale institutions. Fulfillment is
thus available only within the family, much as it was for the late-Victo-
rian bourgeoisie, for Irving Babbitt, or for the man in the gray flannel
suit after World War II. A sharp split between private and public life
may also be the result, accompanied by any of the following: compla-
cency about economic injustice, a limited perspective on work that in
the extreme pays little attention to the products being produced, an
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exaggerated emphasis on the material comforts of life, and a desperate
quest for self exploration, personal growth, and clearly defined moral
standards.

Similarly, the ascetic moralist may also find solace in the family be-
cause the larger society is increasingly felt to be devoid of moral princi-
ples. In this scenario, the colder the economic realm becomes, the
warmer the private worlds of self and family have to be. The more one
is dominated by instrumental reason, the more the other has to give
expression to deep-felt emotions. The more one is seen as a sphere of
chaos and moral compromise, the more the other has to become a pro-
tected sanctuary for rigid moral behavior. Large impersonal institu-
tions dominated by morally shallow careerists and bureaucrats stand
against the humanness of small babies, strollers, baby blankets, teddy
bears, the high moral values made possible only by home schooling,
and a vehement moral commitment to the rights of unborn human life.

THE REINFORCEMENT OF DISCOURSE

Another limitation derives from the fact that both varieties of moralism
have been influenced greatly by the relativism of contemporary mid-
dle-class culture. The choices depicted in moralist writings are typically
no longer between good and evil, but between good and better, or bet-
ter and best. It is assumed that life is pretty good overall, and that most
people are unlikely to fail badly or run into deep trouble of any kind.
There is, at one level, opportunity to focus on good feelings because we
have the luxury to do so. At another level, it is also assumed in this
discourse that there are no absolute, readily discernible rules. The point
at which one person will feel uneasy about some action may be quite
different from when another person will. What accounts for these dif-
ferences may well be the subculture of norms and expectations to
which a person has been exposed. Yet in failing to recognize the origin
of these cues, and by treating them simply as individual differences, it
becomes more difficult to pose a systematic challenge to taken-for-
granted assumptions. Indeed, it even becomes more difficult for an in-
dividual to challenge prevailing norms because doing so can lead to
unsettling feelings of anxiety and interpersonal tension.

This limitation brings us, then, squarely to the issue of community.
Both ascetic and expressive moralism are widely enough institutional-
ized in American culture that individuals do not have to be deeply
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involved in a supportive group to be influenced by them. Indeed, sur-
vey results reveal, contrary to some studies that show the necessity of
group involvement, that moralist and expressive values are just as
likely to influence behavior and attitudes whether people are involved
in groups that reinforce these values (churches, fellowships, support
groups) or not. Nevertheless, these values are more likely to be held
in the first place by people who are members of such groups.'” More-
over, as sources of cultural influence, these groups help to legitimate
the priorities and feelings that may be associated with pursuing certain
lifestyles rather than others. An ascetic moralist who decides to shift
jobs rather than engage in unethical activities, for example, is likely to
receive encouragement for such action by being involved in a Bible
study group, whereas no such support might occur within the work-
place subculture itself." That support can encourage the individual to
feel better about his or her decision. It can also, perhaps more impor-
tantly, communicate to others that such behavior is legitimate and in-
deed desirable.

Expressive moralism may be supported in group settings in similar
ways. But there is also a more subtle connection between it and such
groups. The danger of feelings as moral guides is that they become
entirely relative to personal moods and situations. An individual may
also be utterly free to follow the counsel of these feelings or to ignore
them. Especially if the individual lives in multiple settings, the feelings
may be a variable and unpredictable guide for consistent behavior. Par-
ticipating in groups, whether informal gatherings of neighbors or for-
malized therapy groups, becomes a way of objectifying and interpret-
ing these feelings. Reinforcement is likely to be given for the individual
taking responsibility for his or her feelings. In the group, the individual
is able to objectify both the feelings and the self with which they are
associated, looking at them with greater detachment, and therefore
being able to decide on a course of action. It is through the support of
the group, therefore, that moral discourse is put into practice.

MORALIST PATHOLOGIES

A balanced assessment of moralist restraint in contemporary society
must also pay attention to the disruptive and excessive tendencies in
these frameworks. Ascetic and expressive moralism are both subject to
pathologies of interpretation that can lead adherents toward adopting
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personal lifestyles or into joining social movements that defy the usual
logic of rationally ordered or democratic social action. In relation to
economic calculation, instrumentalism, and the rational pursuit of ma-
terial progress, such behavior will of course appear pathological sim-
ply because it represents alternative values. But even in terms of
achieving these alternative values, problems may arise because of ex-
tremist orientations or because some of the essential assumptions are
lost sight of or misinterpreted.

It is generally from the ascetic moralist framework that extremist
scenarios arise in which forces of good are pitted against great evils
threatening to engulf human society. Having a clear sense of the impor-
tance of rationally ordered systems of priorities gives the ascetic moral-
ist reason to believe that some activities are fundamentally disruptive
to the entire ordering of the good life. With evil at the door, the ascetic
moralist has all the more reason to live morally. Indeed, what is taken
as “reason” becomes more than the cold calculations of the dispas-
sionate rationalist. Now the moralists’ commitment stems from virtue,
freedom, right, and life itself, rather than the mere expediency of self-
interest.

Such excessiveness has been precisely the target of counteraccusa-
tions by the champions of economically motivated, rational self-inter-
est since at least the second half of the eighteenth century. But what is
excessive for social harmony does not necessarily mean wrong in prin-
ciple or contrary to standards of human good. To take a contempo-
rary example, arguing that choice on matters of abortion and eutha-
nasia may be the only way to maximize the democratic freedoms on
which social order may depend does not itself negate arguments about
the sanctity of all human life. Nevertheless, millenarian, apocalyptic,
and other extremist movements may be the price a society has to pay
for ascetic moralism to remain an active force restraining economic
commitment.

If contemporary ascetic moralism is popularly associated with intol-
erant, rule-bound extremism, it is nevertheless important to observe
that a more adequate understanding of this tradition recognizes the
importance of self-examination, reflection, and diligent scrutiny of mo-
tives, perspectives, and behavior, all of which can serve as significant
checks on extremism. Ascetic moralism requires the individual to eval-
uate personal aspirations and priorities in the light of principles that
can be rationally sensed and understood. Compromise on these princi-
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ples may be out of the question, but the principles themselves demand
balance, harmony, equilibrium, an even temperament, and a sense of
justice or fairness. These emphases strongly encourage peaceable, coop-
erative, harmonious relations with others, thus undergirding the civil-
ity or polite respect of differences that has often been observed in plu-
ralist encounters, as opposed to an authoritarian or fanatical approach
to social relations.

A pathology more likely to accompany the expressivist orientation
emanates from the precariousness of its quest for personal fulfillment
against the demise of confidence in the existence of a unitary self. Sens-
ing the difficulties inherent in the quest for holistic meaning, even
when the search may focus on impulsive intuitions rather than grand
philosophical systems, a number of modern writers have asserted the
importance of being content with lesser gratifications or have at least,
in D. H. Lawrence’s pronouncement that “nothing is so meaningless as
meanings,” expressed doubt about the larger significance of this enter-
prise.”” Expressive moralism can thus degenerate into a kind of hedon-
ism that emphasizes instant gratification, coupled with cynicism, rest-
lessness, a focus on moods of the particular moment, a denial of the
value of planning, an unwillingness to conceive of any notion of funda-
mental good, experimentation with novelty and excess for its own
sake, and a lack of commitment to the betterment of society. An orien-
tation of this kind can also fold back easily to an emphasis on everyday
life, where work retains its momentary pleasures and challenges, mak-
ing it tolerable at a certain level, but leaving it devoid of larger signifi-
cance. This view may in fact be implicit in the assertion that work or the
acquisition of money is a game, apparently to be played for its own
sake, but, like all games, separated from life as an escape or a circum-
scribed arena in which to seek maximum pleasure.

But carried to extremes, the triumph of ordinary life means then that
we not only work, but work at working, just as we work at managing
our money, work at being good consumers, and work at balancing all
the tasks of everyday life, from personal grooming, to sex, to cooking.
Everything becomes a domain subject to the logic of instrumentalism
and technical rationality; guidebooks, advice columns, and profes-
sional experts exist to direct all these activities. Time once devoted to
the toilet training of a toddler now expands because the work of accom-
plishing the task is supplemented by the work required to consult the
appropriate authorities, plan the activity, and evaluate it. In addition,
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the whole enterprise takes on added importance because the task is
now defined in emotional as well as in physiological terms, making it
necessary to plan and evaluate at both levels. Furthermore, in the ab-
sence of certain values or images of ultimate good, which are now
bracketed from consideration as part of everyday life itself, everything
takes on equal seriousness. Toilet training, automobile and home main-
tenance, leisure time, and on-the-job activities must all be performed
with a balance of quality and efficiency, emotions and effectiveness in
mind. What starts as an expressive concern with balancing the emo-
tional needs of the individual against the demands of the workplace
thus becomes an undifferentiated playing field on which all activities
become more difficult to accomplish.

CHALLENGES FACING MORAL DISCOURSE

In the final analysis, moralist reasoning remains deeply relevant to the
question of how to structure personal and social commitments, espe-
cially in a way that creates a more integrated and balanced relationship
between economic and noneconomic commitments. Yet the limitations
and pathologies to which moralist reasoning is subject also suggest that
sustained reflection will be required to keep the essential assumptions
of these perspectives intact and to adapt them to changing cultural con-
ditions. Several challenges that arise from cultural conditions already
evident at the end of the twentieth century are particularly worthy of
further consideration.

One of the most serious challenges currently facing ascetic moralism
is the increasingly fearful possibility that no force for good ultimately
exists in the universe, a possibility that has been greatly exacerbated by
the wars, mass executions, and brutal totalitarianism of the twentieth
century. It has thus become common for committed moralists to hold
forth heroic images of hope, often symbolized through the courageous
and compassionate acts of public figures, such as Mother Teresa of Cal-
cutta or Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Whether these figures can sustain
hope, especially when they have sometimes themselves become vic-
tims of the forces of evil, remains an open question. But at least the
reason why they, and why other symbolic expressions of the good,
have become all the more important in contemporary society can be
understood. A second challenge facing ascetic moralists is the growing
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uncertainty in modern culture about the ability of rational people to
sense the good and the moral and to agree on what it is. This is perhaps
why moralists increasingly emphasize involvement in communities
and organizations in which consensus can take place on a small scale,
such as local churches, universities, or neighborhood service organiza-
tions. It may also be why some moralists place great faith in scientific
and quasi-scientific demonstrations, such as rational arguments about
altruism, or scientific interpretations of the origins of the universe. It
may also be why many ascetic moralists veer toward expressivism and
attach more emphasis on feelings in making moral decisions.

Moralist orientations are also faced with the continuing challenge of
attempting to provide a sense of personal integration or, as I have
noted, holistic meaning amidst the fragmenting conditions of modern
life. Sensing the disparity and incompleteness of the various roles that
make up the self, the ascetic moralist struggles for a tight center of
control capable of bringing everything into alignment and providing
clear direction in making decisions. Ego-strength, assertiveness, will-
power, self-control, and moral conviction are all variants on the same
pursuit. The expressive moralist in contrast strives for a redefinition of
the self that either conceives of it in more holistic terms or locates a
center, core, or true self more basic than the various roles arrayed
around the periphery of this center. Interiority often serves this pur-
pose well by identifying the true self with something inward that is
more stable and inviolate in relation to the situational demands of the
external self. Emotion may serve as well to provide moments of ecstasy
or mystical union in which the self is integrated or its fragmentation at
least temporarily transcended.

But neither of course has been entirely successful in combating the
compartmentalization of the self; hence, there is continuing interest in
efforts to escape the restrictions of the unitary self entirely, as evident in
postmodernist attempts to “decenter” the self by emphasizing its de-
pendence on language, or perhaps in more popular ways through for-
mulaic folk wisdom about the impossibility of finding meaning, the
need to be different things to different people, or the zigzag journeys on
which most individuals seem to be engaged. The quest for a holistic self
may also be characterized by epiphanies of the moment. Temporary
experiences of the immediate or punctual present block out the passage
of time or the temporality implied in planning and goal-oriented behav-
ior. For example, jogging creates such epiphanies for some people by
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pushing them into sufficiently strenuous exercise to escape for a brief
time from the ordinary rhythms of the day. Television, placing the
viewer in a fantasy world suspended from real time, probably serves a
similar function. As we have seen, such activities take on great signifi-
cance for people nowadays who have no other means of determining
how economic behavior should be restrained. Thus, one of the chal-
lenges is to find ways of understanding the relationships between such
temporary escapes and the ordinary rhythms of the workplace.

In a parallel fashion, expressive moralism also appears to be espe-
cially concerned with providing alternatives to the world of economic
rationality by constructing different conceptions of history through the
rediscovery of myth and symbolism. So much of the past has been en-
gulfed in modern images of economic development and material prog-
ress that it is often difficult to see beyond the unilinear cultural trans-
formation suggested by these images. Society has improved, according
to these indications, by harnessing the forces of nature, applying tech-
nological inventions to these tasks, and turning the impoverished paro-
chial settings of the past into the abundant, consumer-rich wonders of
the present. Expressivism argues for the need to recover an alternative
past in order to achieve a more complete vision of the future.

Rousseau and Whitman found this alternative past in a romanticized
conception of nature, and some scientists and environmentalists ap-
pear to be fascinated with nature today for the same reasons. The recur-
rent popularity of tribal myth and ancient folklore, as evidenced in the
writings of figures such as Joseph Campbell or Robert Bly, attests to the
significance of these alternative conceptions of the past as well. Some of
the continuing appeal of such literature surely must be attributed to the
fact that it avoids the Western tradition entirely, from Christianity to
the present, rooting arguments about human needs instead in primor-
dial stories whose wisdom is magnified by their survival through vari-
ous periods predating written civilization. At a more personal level,
the popularity of individual myths of origin, from efforts to trace fam-
ily histories to psychological theories of primal pain to therapeutic ef-
forts to rediscover and rehabilitate the inner child, also suggest ways of
creating alternative and sometimes highly original conceptions of the
past.

We must also consider the challenge that arises in conjunction with
current speculation about the future of the human condition itself.
Moralist thought has been diminished by some of its detractors for pos-
ing an overly pessimistic view of human nature. Others regard it in
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precisely the opposite terms, arguing that only social institutions,
rather than moral restraint of any kind, are capable of sustaining the
common good. Both arguments draw implicit comparisons between
moralist conceptions of human nature and those alleged to be the un-
derpinning of rational economic relations. It is thus of value to consider
these comparisons more explicitly.

In some ways the moralist tradition takes a more optimistic view of
human nature than is evident even in classical economics. The latter has
often been taken to be the more optimistic because of its assumption
that goodness will prevail from the pursuit of self-interest. But moralists
assume that people are inspired by a better nature than self-interest,
that goodness and generosity are also natural to the human spirit. This
optimism in fact is probably one of the reasons why moralism itself has
been transformed to some extent in the twentieth century and why eco-
nomic reasoning seems to have become more persuasive. The hope that
human goodness would prevalil, still evident in the American progres-
sivism and modernism of the early twentieth century, suffered terrible
devastation as a result of the subsequent wars and economic catastro-
phes that overtook much of the world. The erosion of faith in human
goodness that followed also reinforced another, more pessimistic view
of human nature, namely, the one that had been present in American
culture as a result of its Calvinist and Puritan heritage.

In light of the more cynical interpretation of humanity that devel-
oped, an economic system aimed at turning evil to the best possible
outcomes that could be anticipated has seemed more realistic to many
social analysts. Moreover, this economic system has also found some of
its strongest supporters among conservative religionists who espouse
this view of human evil most strongly. But one of the factors that has
weakened the moralist tradition’s capacity to challenge prevailing eco-
nomic assumptions is that these conservative religionists, who are
often the ones who champion a strict conception of objective morality,
have nevertheless opted to support rather than criticize the American
economic system. In their place the strongest voices of criticism from
religious quarters generally come from old-line denominations that
were the principal centers of mainstream moralism in the nineteenth
century but now find themselves weakened both numerically and be-
cause of uncertainties about the natural goodness of humanity and, for
that matter, the presence of a rationally knowable moral order.

Whether moralism can be a powerful check on economic life in the
future will thus depend greatly on whether compelling arguments can
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still be made for the existence of an orderly and harmonious or ulti-
mately beneficial moral sense that can be sensed and understood by
the individual or collectively. But the impression sometimes voiced
by observers of American society that moralism cannot prevail in this
context because American culture contains too much optimism seems
beside the point. If high levels of optimism about human nature are
present, as much evidence suggests they are, then moralism makes
more sense than an economic system that assumes the worst in human
nature. It is only the pessimistic, authoritarian moralism of those who
believe human nature is so fundamentally perverse that moral rules
must be established by the coercive power of the state to which such an
economic system can make sense.

The way to buttress moralism is probably not, therefore, to put on
public display the worst cases of political and corporate corruption, as
journalists are sometimes prone to do, let alone to parade rapists and
murderers through the city streets, as more extreme proponents of law
and order occasionally suggest. Moralism is more effectively reinforced
by the good, reflection on which empowers us to be good ourselves, to
exhibit benevolence toward others, and to trust them to respond in
kind (and in kindness). This does not mean taking a Panglossian view
of society that diminishes the reality of suffering and evil, but finding
reasons for hope in the possibility of goodness. Moralist frameworks
originally found such hope in arguments about the universal goodness
of God’s love and the possibility of experiencing divine grace. Belief in
these conceptions is still widely in evidence, despite growing influ-
ences of secularism in public discourse. Research demonstrates strong
relationships between perceptions of experiencing God’s love and a
principled willingness to engage in ethical and charitable behavior.” In
addition, human instances of heroism and benevolence continue to in-
spire widespread admiration and generate a collective sense of hope
about the future and faith in the power to realize that hope.

But one of the features common to contemporary ascetic and expres-
sive moralism is the difficulty they both have in making room for hero-
ism. Exceptional virtue, things worth dying for, and even clarity of fun-
damental purpose in life are difficult even for the morally principled to
articulate and understand. We are still products of the passionlessness
of our age and the decline of high aspirations that Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche wrote of in their time. And so ascetic moralism makes room
for small acts of heroism by emphasizing balance and temperance and
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by discouraging extremism. Expressive moralism accomplishes the
same task by elevating the value of the moment, the temporary or im-
pulsive commitment that may spark moral insight even if it does not
generate sustained involvement.'

In this respect, then, even small doses of morally principled behavior
can count for a great deal. They become emblematic, serving to remind
others that there are indeed higher values than they may have consid-
ered during a particular day at work or in the marketplace. “In every
generation,” noted one of the people we interviewed, “there are people
who know this knowledge and manage to pass it from one generation
to the next. I value the people who know and preserve and contain that
knowledge. And when I say knowledge, I'm talking about ideals such
as peace and love and community which end up preserving society.”

Since Mary, if not before, social observers have been tempted to seek
irony and contradiction in explaining economic life. The present analy-
sis could be extended in that direction as well, suggesting, for example,
that economic utilitarianism generates its moral opposites, and that
these opposites inadvertently reinforce the economic behavior they op-
pose. But this type of theorizing rests on a faulty view of the very moral
languages to which I have drawn attention.

To be sure, my claim is that ascetic and expressive moralism contain
arguments that legitimate restricting the pursuit of wealth and material
success. But this is not all they contain. Like all ethical discourses, they
are less dialectic than dialogic. They establish a polarity, an opposition
between related concepts and symbolic categories, drawing bound-
aries between the two, and adding positive and negative valences. But
they also authorize the individual, the actor, to make choices, and they
suggest the need for complex strategies of behavior. They do not sim-
ply negate the economic realm. They seek to re-vision it, placing it in a
wider framework, and providing individuals with ways of talking that
make sense of the movement back and forth between their economic
activities and other realms of their lives. Such re-visioning can play a
vital role in rescuing the American Dream.
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METHODOLOGY

cited in the notes, I have drawn extensively from a survey

of the U.S. labor force that I conducted in 1992, the Economic
Values Survey. A copy of the questionnaire and a description of the
sample are available in the appendix of my book God and Mammon in
America (Free Press, 1994), which reported results to some of the ques-
tions that asked about faith, work, and money. Briefly, the survey was
based on a national sample of approximately 2,000 adult men and
women who were currently employed full-time or part-time. The deci-
sion to exclude persons not in the labor force was based on the fact that
a large share of the questions focused on work experiences and atti-
tudes toward one’s job, career, and place of employment. The survey
also included numerous questions on the uses of money, attitudes to-
ward money and material possessions, personal values, family relation-
ships, community involvement, religion, and moral understandings.
Each person interviewed for the survey was interviewed in person by
a trained interviewer from the Gallup Organization. These interviews
included more than 500 fixed-choice questions and lasted an average of
eighty minutes.

The 200 in-depth, qualitative interviews were conducted separately
from the survey. These respondents were selected purposively, rather
than randomly, and were chosen to provide a wide variety of orienta-
tions and experiences, including different occupations, ages, regions,
and religious and ethnic backgrounds. We conducted interviews pri-
marily in the following metropolitan areas: New York, Philadelphia,
Trenton, Boston, Chicago, Minneapolis, Portland, San Francisco, Los
Angeles, Houston, and Atlanta. In each area we selected respondents
from central city, suburban, and exurban areas. We interviewed ap-
proximately equal numbers of men and women and younger people
and older people. We included African Americans, Asian Americans,
and Hispanics in numbers approximately equivalent to the propor-
tions in the U.S. population. The first 150 interviews were conducted
among working men and women. Some of these interviews were done
before the survey and helped in the design of fixed-choice questions.

BESIDES published literature, historical texts, and other studies
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Twenty-five interviews were conducted with men and women who
were currently unemployed. And twenty-five were conducted with
men and women, both employed and unemployed, who were recent
immigrants to the United States and who added to the ethnic diversity
of the study. The interviews lasted approximately two hours, covered
a standard array of topics but included different follow-up questions
depending on respondents’ answers, and yielded approximately 10,000
pages of verbatim transcript.
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Houghton Mifflin, 1904), 452; originally published in 1863 (a year after Tho-
reau’s death) in the Atlantic Monthly.
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45. The influential treatise by Martin Morf, Optimizing Work Performance: A
Look Beyond the Bottom Line (New York: Quorum, 1986), for example, bases its
arguments about work motivation explicitly on behaviorist theories of needs
and rewards that deny the culturally constructed character of both.

46. The recent emphasis on corporate culture in some literature goes beyond
the need-reward literature in recognizing accounts as well; see Theodore Peters
and Robert H. Waterman, Jr., In Search of Excellence (New York: Harper & Row,
1982).

47. Scott and Lyman, “Accounts,” 54.

CHAPTER 5

1. The extent to which accounts of one’s work and accounts of one’s self
begin to overlap in childhood is suggested strongly (for males at least) by Sam
Keen, who writes: “Long before a boy child has a concept of the day after
tomorrow, he will be asked by well-meaning but unconscious adults, “‘What do
you want to be when you grow up?’ It will not take him long to discover that
‘I want to be a horse’ is not an answer that satisfies adults. They want to know
what men plan to do, what job, profession, occupation we have decided to
follow at five years of age! Boys are taught early that they are what they do”
(Fire in the Belly, 51-52).

2. Tam extending an argument here that has been made in the organizational
literature to account for similarities in formal structure under uncertain market
conditions; see, for example, Paul DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, “The Iron
Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Orga-
nizational Fields,” American Sociological Review 48 (1983), 147-60. My argument
is that organizations also develop isomorphic accounts of themselves that pro-
vide employees in these organizations with stories to tell that transcend the
specific workplace. On the importance of organizational myths and ceremonies
more generally, see John W. Meyer and Brian Rowan, “Institutionalized Organ-
izations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony,” American Journal of Sociol-
ogy 83 (1977), 340-63.

3. The accounts reported in this chapter are drawn from interviewees’ dis-
cussions of their work. A variety of questions were used to elicit these accounts.
Most people were asked to give a brief history of their work experience, say
why they had chosen their particular line of work, describe a typical day, talk
about what they like and dislike about their work, say what motivates them to
do well in their work, and discuss the extent to which and in what ways their
work gives them personal fulfillment. Most people talked openly, freely, and
with animation about their work. The typical interview yielded from ten to
fifteen pages of verbatim commentary about work.

4. Earl Shorris, The Oppressed Middle: Politics of Middle Management, Scenes
from Corporate Life (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1981), 30-31. I disagree with
many of Shorris’s specific arguments, but his general emphasis on the power of
the modern corporation to secure loyalty by defining happiness is consistent
with the thrust of my own analysis. He writes: “The most insidious of the many
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kinds of power is the power to define happiness. It is the dream of merchants,
despots, managers, and philosophers, because whoever defines happiness can
control the organization and the actions of other men: he not only assigns aspi-
rations and desires, he constructs the system of morals by which the means of
achieving happiness is judged” (17-18).

5. T have included a few direct quotes in the text as illustrations; further
examples are provided in the notes to this chapter.

6. I apologize to my friend Mark Granovetter for the blatant adaptation here
of his well-titled article on social networks.

7. Ann Swidler has provided valuable examples of such accounts in her
work on love, one version of which was given in a talk at Princeton University
in 1989.

8. My colleagues and I culled through dozens of these brochures. Phrases
such as “variety of assignments,” “different kinds of tasks,” “new challenges,”
“diversity,” and “trying out different roles” were much in evidence.

9. Economic Values Survey. The proportions who scored high (9 or 10) on a
self-rated job satisfaction scale were 41 percent among persons who said the
statement about variety describes their work very well, 20 percent among those
who said it describes their work fairly well, 9 percent among those who said
“not very well,” and 8 percent among those who said “not at all.”

10. An elementary teacher in Los Angeles, for example, talked about how
she liked being able to teach many different subjects and introduce new ideas
in the classroom. A doctor in New Jersey emphasized how he is always having
to learn new techniques to keep up with his profession. A Philadelphia psychi-
atrist, like Maxine Weingard, emphasized the room for creativity that he en-
joys: “There’s a tremendous amount of creativity in it for me. I can be working
with someone and while one approach isn’t working, so, you know, you go
around and find another approach. I think there’s some therapists who just
have one way of doing it and kind of put the patient in their box and that’s it.
But that’s not the way I work.”

11. Economic Values Survey. Among those who said variety described their
work very well, 39 percent said work was absolutely essential to their basic
sense of worth as a person and 26 percent said they work 50 or more hours a
week; among those who said variety did not describe their work, only 16 per-
cent gave each of these responses.

12. In some instances middle-class workers specifically single out lower-
ranking employees with whom they interact to indicate how much better their
own situation is. Melissa Schneider, the CPA, provides an example: “Being a
professional gives you so much more flexibility. Like the secretary and the
data-entry person—they have a lot less flexibility. I have what’s called comp
time. I can take off, I can take two-hour lunches, I can come in late and leave
late. But they have to be there eight to five. I wasn’t even thinking about that
when I got an office job, but boy, I'm glad I chose to be a professional.”

13. A typical “frame” for these accounts is to indicate some other job the
person previously held or considered holding, then depicting their present va-
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riety in comparison with it. A 42-year-old Chicagoan, a black woman who had
worked for Johnson Products before starting her own graphic design business,
for example, used the contrast between the two to indicate how satisfied she is
with the variety in her present work. “I like working for myself, because when
working at Johnson Products, it was always hair every day, all day. It was hair.
And now I might be working on hair at ten in the morning, I might be working
with education at two, tomorrow I might be working with soap suds. So I like
the diversity of it.”

14. A personnel manager for a public administration agency in New York
remarked: “When I was growing up the teachers always said this is the way it
should be done. You follow steps A, B, C, and D. Which was okay in some
instances but I guess I always like to be able to try to set a goal and try to go
about attaining that goal maybe in different ways. And I think that’s what
makes working on different projects with different people so interesting.”

15. Harold Bentley’s remark, which is quoted in the text, is a typical exam-
ple.

16. Melissa Schneider, the CPA who is quoted in the text, reveals some
awareness of how her work delimits the variety she can experience in her re-
mark that it is, after all, accounting. Some accounts also take what seems like a
constraint and turn it into something likeable. A physician who runs an emer-
gency room at a Philadelphia hospital provides an interesting example: “I'm
the only physician required by Federal law to see absolutely everyone that
comes to me, no matter what. Every other physician can choose not to accept
Medicare or Medicaid. They can choose not to accept HMO, and so therefore
those patients won’t come to them. I'm required by federal law to accept every-
one and anyone, no matter who comes, no matter whether they can pay or can’t
pay. And so I see a lot of the ills of our society, too, which gives an interesting
perspective.”

17. Observe how this respondent, a dentist, admits to leading a very struc-
tured work life and yet tries to emphasize some form of variety within this
framework: “Unfortunately I work under a very strict or structured day, I'd
say. It’s schedule-oriented. . . . Every minute of my day is accounted for, from
the minute I walk in. Basically I am a type of individual that walks in about five
minutes before the patients come, takes off my coat and goes right to work. An
average day, let’s say with the hygienist, I'll probably have to deal with any-
where from 18 to 22 people. And though I may not be directly treating every
one of these patients, I do interact with all of them. It could be quite trying,
depending on the individuals we deal with. Some are friendly, some are not
friendly, some are anxious, some are new, some are old, so it really is different
circumstances. So your personality’s changing constantly with each individual,
I would say, because you have to approach each person differently.”

18. In Minneapolis a 68-year-old independent sales representative often re-
ferred to himself as an “entrepreneur,” even though in a strict sense he is not an
entrepreneur, not someone who develops and brings a product to the market.
He basically represents an industrial equipment manufacturer in a company-
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determined territory, selling their equipment in his area. Although he likes the
autonomy that being an entrepreneur connotes, he actually reports to a large
company that determines much of what he does.

19. Economic Values Survey.

20. The Long Island restaurant manager also used a hierarchical image in
describing what he likes about being his own boss: “It’s not dictated too much
by emergencies and other things that might happen, and nobody is looking
down on me at all, I'm totally my own boss.”

21. Nursing, for example. “I like the autonomy,” explains a Los Angeles
nurse. “I think nursing has gotten out of the role of being subservient to the
physicians. They’ve given us a lot of power. I like managing my patients, and
thinking ahead of potential problems and confronting the doctor about them.”

22. These particular phrases are taken from a brochure published by AT&T.

23. The Los Angeles nurse also observes, “I like the autonomy, being able to
make suggestions, because years ago nurses couldn’t do that.”

24. Middle-class people from working-class backgrounds are especially
likely to dramatize the choice in their own work by contrasting it with that of
their parents. A number of people, though, also talked of middle-class parents
whose lives were more highly bureaucratized than their own. A New Jersey
dentist, for example, remarked that what he enjoyed most was being his own
boss; then to clarify the point he noted: “I grew up in a family where my father
worked as an executive and I saw the ups and downs of that. When he was
successful, times were good. And when the economy would slip or the com-
pany would be in trouble and he’d lose his job, the disappointment and an-
guish he went through, especially as he got older, was just terrible.”

25. An assistant district attorney in Chicago who complained that her ability
to make decisions had recently been taken away also had this to say: “I have
never been told I can’t make a decision on something, but now I am being told,
‘Well, try your best not to have to say anything until the people up on top
decide on what our policy is going to be.” I am hoping that is going to change
since we have a new state’s attorney who will take office in about another week
or so.” Similarly, an inventory planner for an electronics distribution firm in
Philadelphia said she hated her work because the company had just been taken
over by a large corporation in Harrisburg and she no longer had any control
over what she did. She observed, however, that she still knew the difference
between right and wrong and tried to do what was right.

26. A young woman who says she works in a high-stress job ata Los Angeles
printing firm doing troubleshooting on software problems every day neverthe-
less emphasizes that she feels she is able to use her brain a lot and make her own
decisions. “I'm able to pretty much do what I please. Not that I would abuse it
or anything but I have the autonomy to do what I want to do and make the
changes that I—if this isn’t efficient, let’s change it. You know, we can do that.
We’re not stuck in any sort of system. It really makes your job more satisfying.”

27. A woman in Portland who was especially candid about her career trajec-
tory explained how she had started a pie-baking business, only to have it drive
her crazy with long hours and not prove financially viable. At wit’s end one
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night in a fit of tears she decided to go into gerontology work because she knew
it was a growth industry. After experiencing all kinds of roadblocks, she even-
tually earned an MPA and started working with older people. Yet in conclud-
ing her account she still felt it necessary to show how much she liked her pres-
ent work by linking it with her own talents and interests: “I love working with
the elderly that have all these stories. I love to listen to their stories and that
kind of thing. So I just needed to find something that will match me up with
that.”

28. A middle-level manager for a large retailer in Los Angeles described how
her loyalty to the company was enhanced by its conscious strategy of providing
employees opportunities to make decisions, something that she tries to pass on
to the employees she hires: “The people that you employ, you let them make
decisions and have responsibility and be accountable, and therefore they will
thrive. That’s the way I felt about it. I was given a lot of responsibility and I had
a lot of opportunities to do things that made positive changes in the company
and that meant a lot to me. And that still continues today. That’s why I'm still
with them. I'm very loyal to the company, and I'm very committed because
they are still carrying on the same kind of things that were there when I first
started.”

29. A New York attorney described law school and the larger world of law
in much these terms. It was a benign system that presented him with tempting
opportunities. All he had to do was follow his instincts and at each step do
what he enjoyed. “The momentum just started rolling towards practicing some
kind of a business-oriented, big-practice kind of law,” he explains. “But I en-
joyed those courses very much. I knew very little about the world of business,
but I enjoyed it very much and as time proved, my instincts were pretty good
in it and that’s how I sort of ended up where I am today.”

30. Peters and Waterman, In Search of Excellence, 282.

31. An account that emphasizes several of the themes mentioned in the
text—symbolic victories, companies providing special occasions to reinforce
those victories, competitiveness, and bigness—comes from a young computer
salesman: “The satisfaction part of the job comes from the fact that I do my job
very well. I really do think I know my product, probably better than anybody
else in the office and better than probably most of the people in the country. I
ranked in the top ten for sales, nationwide. . . . It was like 1.1 million dollars for
the copiers. We flew out to California for an awards ceremony. ... It was a
sense of satisfaction that I really do know my product. I take pride in knowing
it, knowing everything about it, keeping up to date on the technology.”

32. Another woman, a typist, remarked: “It’s the way 'm made. I'm a perfec-
tionist. I can’t live with myself if I do less than my best.”

33. Quoted in Keen, Fire in the Belly, 55.

34. In the professions especially, there is a credentialing process, and these
credentials become part of one’s identity, often with letters attached to one’s
name, a résumé, and so on. This identity is further reinforced by the fact that
one associates with similar people, and they know whether or not you have the
credential, and you know theirs, even if it is in a different field.
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35. Steed Wellman, 26, a corporate auditor for a Fortune 500 firm, illustrates
how organizational pressure is often translated as internalized pressure. In one
of his periodic reviews, he was criticized for leaving some unanswered ques-
tions in the audit he had done for one of the branch offices of the company for
which he works. He said the criticism was unjustified, pointing out that he had
done ten weeks of work on the project to the full satisfaction of his boss, only to
have the entire review focus on this one issue. Nevertheless, he vowed he
would be more punctilious in the future so nobody would ever again call him
up about unanswered questions. The account he gave emphasized that this was
his own decision and that he made it because he himself was a perfectionist
who always liked to get everything right.

36. A Washington-based psychiatric social worker, Kala Osborne, described
the difference between internal and external pressure in precisely these terms.
The internal pressure was good: “I feel pressure in the session. I feel pressure to
give as much of myself as I can, to get knowledge and give it to the client, to
interact in the appropriate way, to be fully aware of what is going on. That is
where it is draining, exhausting. Probably I put the pressure on myself.” But
she contrasts this with the external pressure she associates with getting her
paperwork in on time, meeting deadlines, and attending staff meetings. She
believes nothing serious will happen if she slacks off on these responsibilities.
The internal pressure is thus higher, more intrinsic to herself, something that
connects her performance to her training and her worth as a person.

37. Kala Osborne, the psychiatric social worker, is an example of someone
whose work involves a high level of ambiguity. She is a good therapist but
always wants things to be even better. Not knowing exactly how to define
“good enough,” she attributes the pressure she feels entirely to herself. One of
the stories she relates shows the kind of words she uses: “I had a couple that I
worked with and the man tended to throw out sarcastic, angry comments at
me. This family really was into sarcastic humor as a way of relating to each
other, and this particular way of expressing anger was very hard for me to
relate to and hard for me to call and say, ‘it seems like you're angry at me,” or
‘T hear anger in your sarcasm.” So I felt the pressure to call on him when he did
that, but it was fairly rare, and when he did it, I felt stunned and unable to
confront him. And so I would always be putting pressure on myself to do
something about it, but rarely really feeling like I had completely approached
the issue. So that’s the kind of pressure I would put on myself. Occasionally I
would say something about it, but it would be a tense moment; I would be
wanting to say something. I wouldn’t quite feel like I said the appropriate
thing.”

38. The classic study of this imagery is Irvin G. Wyllie, The Self~-Made Man in
America: The Myth of Rags to Riches (New York: Free Press, 1954).

39. According to a 1991 Gallup survey of the U.S. workforce, for example, 79
percent said “chances for promotion” were either very important (53 percent)
or fairly important (26 percent) as job characteristics; Hugick and Leonard, “Job
Dissatisfaction Grows,” 6.

40. Economic Values Survey. Among peole who scored high on job satisfac-
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tion, 36 percent said “good opportunity to advance” described their job very
well, compared with only 8 percent who scored low on job satisfaction. How
much people valued their work and how many hours they worked each week
were also positively associated with their perception of having opportunities to
advance.

41. For a valuable study of the changing rules of success among corporate
managers see Robert Jackall, Moral Mazes. Jackall’s field work, conducted in
the early 1980s, convinced him that “managers’ rules for survival and success
[were] uppermost in their minds [and form] a moral code that guides managers
through all the dilemmas and vicissitudes that confront them in the big organi-
zation” (3—-4). His conclusions appear on the surface to differ sharply from the
ones [ report in the text. One reason is perhaps the changes in corporate culture
that have taken place during the past decade. A more important reason may be
that the rules Jackall examined are indeed operative norms for survival in bu-
reaucratic settings, something that many of my respondents spoke about as
well, but tell us little about the overarching values and goals that people resort
to in legitimating the role of work in their lives. I am in substantial agreement
with the main contention of Jackall’s study, however, which is that the organi-
zational contexts in which people work have a fundamental influence on their
consciousness in general, and that more specifically “bureaucratic work causes
people to bracket, while at work, the moralities that they might hold outside
the workplace or that they might adhere to privately and to follow instead the
prevailing morality of their particular organizational situation” (6).

42. Among numerous discussions of the service ethic, see especially Bell, The
Coming of Post-Industrial Society, Chap.2.

43. This combination of internal and external standards of success is also
well evidenced by an inspector at a Japanese electronics firm in Portland, Ore-
gon, who looks to himself for motivation to do well in his job but also needs to
believe that his work will be appreciated and that he would be rewarded by the
company. He says, “As far as external motivations coming from the company
that make me feel good about doing my work, recognition and the fact that I
can see that by doing this that there’s a reasonable chance of going up within
the company. I still do it anyway because of my own personal beliefs, but it
makes me feel even better about it if I do receive some recognition. If I do see
there’s a reasonable chance of moving up within the company, that makes it
even better.”

44. Thomas Friedman, Up the Ladder: Coping With the Corporate Climb (New
York: Warner Books, 1986), 6, estimates that only 5 percent of middle-level
managers in American corporations, for example, make it into the ranks of
senior management.

45. Tt is perhaps noteworthy that the one person who spoke positively of his
work as a game was a pastor who said he treats writing his sermons as if he
were playing a game!

46. Hugick and Leonard, “Job Dissatisfaction Grows,” 6; characteristics such
as health insurance, interesting work, job security, opportunities to learn new
skills, and vacations headed the list.
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47. Economic Values Survey.

48. Also like money, though, success is beginning to be regarded by social
scientists as something to which fewer people may now be aspiring than in the
past. University of North Carolina sociologist Arne Kalleberg, for example, is
quoted as saying, “Success won’t be measured in monetary terms any more.
People will be looking at family and leisure time and personal development as
the new markers of success.” Quoted in Jim Nesbitt, “American Dream Dims
for Young,” Trenton Times (September 22, 1991), Al6.

49. Peters and Waterman, In Search of Excellence, 260-62.

50. A number of people interviewed also implied by their remarks that they
expected most workplaces to be plagued with impersonality or with competi-
tion and conflict; thus, the mere absence of these problems was sometimes
enough to convince them that their workplace functioned like a family. A Bos-
ton schoolteacher provides an example: “There’s very little in-fighting, back-
fighting, people who can’t stand this one, that one. A faculty of about eighty
people all get along really well.”

51. Philadelphia attorney Stanton Haynes provides another example of the
importance of stories in reinforcing the family image of the workplace. His
story was more than a decade old but still stood out in his memory because of
the emotional significance of the occasion: “My mother passed away in 1976
and I think my partners and other people in the firm were very considerate in
the last couple years of her life because I knew at that time that she was fail-
ing—this would be her final disease—it was a terminal disease—and I had a
difficult schedule to balance. She was living out of state in Florida and my
major case was in the Pacific Northwest, and many people were good about
covering things. Also after she did die there was a tremendous attendance at
her personal service held for her on successive evenings during the period of
mourning and I think, I think there’s a lot of caring in the firm—more so than
in a lot of other firms that—I would say—there’s somewhat of a family type of
arrangement there.”

52. Brad Diggins, the travel agency owner, says he spends more time with
people at work than with his family. Even though he finds it necessary to keep
some distance between himself and his employees in order to be an effective
manager, he tries to treat them like a family. Why? He believes a family-like
environment gets better results from people in the final analysis and is good
business. Banker Harold Bentley says he prefers to deal with his clients this
way, too, and likes businesses that treat their employees as family. “It’s the
Mom and Pop operations that keep the world going,” he argues.

53. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1969), especially chap. 4.

54. Another example is provided by an AT&T pamphlet for college sen-
iors entitled “Getting the Right Job.” Counseling readers on page 3 to “assess
your values,” the pamphlet then lists the values that should be considered:
achievement, advancement, aesthetics, challenge, creativity, excitement, high
income, independence, leadership, power, prestige, recognition, security, so-
cial service, variety. This list commits the logical fallacy of assuming that work
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values are somehow different from values in general, and then compounds
the problem by failing to make this distinction explicit. As a result, many other
possibilities are excluded from the list—for example, free time, family loy-
alty, serenity, personal relationships, intimacy, moral standards, and religious
commitment.

55. As one woman, with more than typical self-clarity, admitted, “What I
dislike most is constantly feeling I should be doing more.” Not wanting to
become a workaholic, she nevertheless found herself lying awake at night try-
ing to solve problems associated with her job. It took some stern lectures from
her husband, a job change, and lots of internal struggle before she was able to
get herself on track.

CHAPTER 6

1. Karl Marx, “The Power of Money,” reprinted in Karl Marx: Early Writings,
trans. T. B. Bottomore (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963 [1844]), 189-90. Marx’s
quotation of Shakespeare is from the Schlegel-Tieck translation of Timon of
Athens, act IV, scene 3.

2. Georg Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, 2d ed., trans. Tom Bottomore and
David Frisby (London: Routledge, 1990 [1900]), 253.

3. For an overview of recent literature, see Richard Swedberg, “Major Tradi-
tions of Economic Sociology,” Annual Review of Sociology 17 (1991), 251-76; and
in anthropology, see especially Beatrice Orlove, “Barter and Cash Sale on Lake
Titicaca: A Test of Competing Approaches,” Current Anthropology 27 (1986),
85-106. Swedberg correctly points out that the current cultural perspective ac-
tually has deep roots in other nineteenth-century theoretical traditions, espe-
cially the work of Marcel Mauss, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber. He also
notes that cultural approaches as such are still relatively underdeveloped com-
pared with utilitarian, rational-choice, and institutional theories of economic
behavior.

4. Viviana A. Zelizer, “The Social Meaning of Money: ‘Special Monies,””
American Journal of Sociology 95 (1989), 342-77.

5. Ibid., 347.

6. Ibid.

7. Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, trans. James Strachey (London: Rout-
ledge, 1950).

8. Though challenged in some recent perspectives, this so-called functional-
ist view of taboo was widely emphasized in classical anthropological and socio-
logical studies, including James G. Frazer, Psyche’s Task (London: Macmillan,
1909), see especially 20; Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life (London: Allen & Unwin, 1915), especially 300-10; and A. R. Radcliffe-
Brown, Structure and Function in Primitive Society (London: Cohen & West,
1952), especially 133-52.

9. See, for example, Max Weber, Ancient Judaism (New York: Free Press, 1952
[1921]), especially 149-93. Some suggestive evidence on similar relationships
between hierarchical development and taboo in primitive settings is given in
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Guy E. Swanson, Birth of the Gods (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1960).

10. Among numerous studies that have advanced this argument, see espe-
cially Philippe Aries, The Hour of Our Death (New York: Knopf, 1981). Similar
arguments about insanity, illness, and sexuality have been made by Foucault;
see, for example, Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity
in the Age of Reason (New York: Random House, 1965), and The Birth of the Clinic:
An Archeology of Medical Perception (New York: Random House, 1975).

11. The following exchange with an inventory planner for a large firm in
suburban Philadelphia also reveals how informal norms in the workplace deter
financial discussions:

Q: Would you discuss your personal finances with people at work?

A: No.

Q: Why not?

A: Because I know at work everyone gets paid something different. And I don’t want
them to know what I'm getting paid or what I'm not getting paid. It's just not their
business. I don’t have that kind of relationship with my friends at work.

12. Lewis, Liar’s Poker, 21.

13. Conflict between spouses that arose from one of them discussing per-
sonal finances with his or her parents came up frequently in our interviews. A
young military officer who was in his second marriage admitted, for example,
that “me and my parents talk about financial situations, especially when
they’ve helped me out. We've talked a lot. To me it’s an embarrassing subject
to bring up to my wife. Money just brings you to fights a lot of times.” Implicit
in some of these accounts is the assumption that people are violating norms of
marital intimacy by mentioning finances to anyone else.

14. The subculture of bargain hunting that develops among some groups of
friends and co-workers further legitimates discussions in which prices are re-
vealed. Here is an example given by a woman talking about several of her
co-workers: “Fran treats herself nicely. She’ll go and say it wasn’t expensive at
all. It was just $125. Marge and I look at each other and say, ‘$125 is when we
think we’ve treated ourselves.” So it comes up in a very casual kind of way. I
mean, I know what Fran spends on her clothes. She’ll say, ‘Look at these two
coats that I got.” I go and show them all the bargains that I bought, too. It’s like
look at this great buy that I bought.”

15. We discovered in conducting our interviews that these were exceptional
“ice-breaking” settings for many people that gave them the freedom to talk in
depth about personal finances with someone outside their family for the first
time. Most people still found it difficult to be specific about their incomes or
investments, but some appeared to find it cathartic to be able to reveal these
matters to someone. In a few notable instances, people acknowledged their
unease about discussing finances and then launched voluntarily into lengthy
monologues about monetary matters.

16. The most commonly mentioned device for opening up detailed discus-
sions of personal finances with a family member was asking some relative who
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has special expertise to help prepare one’s tax forms. This created a quasi-
professional, confidential relationship in which people felt comfortable raising
questions that went well beyond the tax forms themselves.

17. The taboo on talking about money has, however, been promoted in many
tight-knit ethnic groups as well. Some of our respondents indicated that silence
about money was part of the immigrant culture their parents or grandparents
had learned; for example, this woman of Italian stock observes that she never
talks about money with anyone in depth and then explains: “I really think that
may be ‘Old World,” tied up with a man’s image and what’s going on. That’s
not really anybody else’s business.”

18. The story reported by the man who had worked in China is also reveal-
ing because of how he explains the American taboo against talking about
money: “When I was in China, they had some young fellows working in the,
what they call their foreign affairs office. These guys were 22, 25 years old.
Spoke English, and so after lunch we had about an hour or so before the next
activity. And I used to like to go for a walk or go out in a park that was behind
the hotel where we were staying. Well, anyhow this one fellow wanted to know
more—he wanted to practice his English. So we went out to the park and he
asked me all about my—what I did and family and what I earned while I was
working and what my sources of income would be when I retired, and so I told
him. And then after we were through I said, you know, in the United States
nobody would tell you these things because they’re very personal and if you're
gonna ask any of the other people the same questions, be sure to tell them that
this is confidential and you’re not gonna reveal it to anybody and don’t you
reveal anything I told you either.”

19. A number of the people we talked to recognized explicitly that their
parents had taught them to keep quiet about money. Here is one example: “I
think I got that secrecy thing from my family, you know, that you don’t talk
about it. It’s private.”

20. On the development of private life in the eighteenth century, see Richard
Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (New York: Random House, 1978). Although
many of Sennett’s specific claims about narcisissm have been widely criticized,
his discussion of the separation of public and private life remains a valuable
introduction.

21. Jiurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989 [1962]),
discusses the social processes giving rise to a more fully developed, autono-
mous public arena in the eighteenth century.

22. Thave examined the conditions in a number of European countries in the
eighteenth century that contributed differentially to the development of the
public sphere and discussed the impact of this development on literary and
philosophical conceptions of private selves and public roles in my book Com-
munities of Discourse: Ideology and Social Structure in the Reformation, the Enlight-
enment, and European Socialism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989).

23. A brief overview of the concept of privatization is presented in Peter L.
Berger, Facing Up to Modernity: Excursions in Society, Politics, and Religion (New
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York: Basic Books, 1977), 130-41. Privatization in the sense used here is not to
be confused with discussions focusing on the transfer of social functions from
government to the “private” (for-profit) sector; see Between States and Markets,
ed. Robert Wuthnow (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), especially
chap. 1.

24. A comparison with religion is helpful for understanding more clearly the
nature of privatization with respect to money. Religious privatization is gener-
ally assumed to have been furthered by the gradual exclusion of religion from
the dominant secular institutions of modern societies. Because of separation
between church and state, the exclusion of religious teachings from public
schools, and the diminishing role of religion as an economic institution, believ-
ers have presumably come to define religion more in terms of their own per-
sonal needs for meaning, comfort, security, and sociability. Religious institu-
tions, on the whole, become significantly weaker in public life, while retaining
their importance in the private realm. If this argument is correct, however, we
would not be accurate in seeing the privatization of money as a parallel case.
Surely the role of money in public life has, if anything, become stronger, rather
than weaker. Solving this problem requires us to rethink the sources of privati-
zation. A closer look at religious developments shows that greater emphasis on
the private aspects of religion has not come at the expense of its public func-
tions. Instead, the strength of one appears to vary in direct proportion to the
other, as the resurgence of religious activity in political life throughout many
parts of the world suggests. In the case of money and religion alike, the signifi-
cant development has been an increasing bifurcation between the public and
the private. Among numerous discussions of privatization in the religious area,
see especially James Davison Hunter, American Evangelicalism: Conservative Re-
ligion and the Quandary of Modernity (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University
Press, 1983), 13-14.

25. My use of the term “objective” derives primarily from the discussions of
this concept in cultural sociology in Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of
Reality, especially part II, and in Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of
a Sociological Theory of Religion (New York: Doubleday, 1967), especially chaps. 1
and 2. Berger and Luckmann emphasize as features of objectivity institutionali-
zation, standing outside of or being perceived as external to the individual,
sharing that results in cultural objects gaining collective recognition, and a sense
of legitimacy or facticity that gives objective culture power over the individual.

26. Both functional and procedural rationality as modes of objectification are
suggested by Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, 54-64, whose
discussion draws heavily on the theoretical formulations of Max Weber.

27. What Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (New York:
Basic Books, 1976), chap. 1, has described as a “disjunction of realms” (i.e., be-
tween institutionalized social structure and cultural expression) may thus be
applied to the topic of money as well.

28. The discussion of subjectivization, which again follows loosely the previ-
ously cited work of Berger and Luckmann, must not be taken to refer simply to
a distinction between internalized and externalized culture, but to the special
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features of internalized culture that obtain under the conditions of “disjunc-
tion” between public and private in modern society.

29. Of religion, Berger, Sacred Canopy, writes: “privatized religion is a matter
of the ‘choice’ or ‘preference’ of the individual or the nuclear family, ipso facto
lacking in common, binding quality. Such private religiosity, however ‘real’ it
may be to the individuals who adopt it, cannot any longer fulfill the classical
task of religion, that of constructing a common world within which all of social
life receives ultimate meaning binding on everybody. . . . [V]alues pertaining to
private religiosity are, typically, irrelevant to institutional contexts other than
the private sphere” (pp. 133-34).

30. On norms of civility, see especially John Cuddihy, No Offense: Civil Reli-
gion and Protestant Taste (New York: Seabury, 1978).

31. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, especially 55-84.

32. Despite the emphasis placed in American culture on “leaving home,” it
is important to recognize the relationship between this emphasis and the sense
of arbritariness that was discussed earlier in the text. Berger and Luckmann,
Social Construction of Reality, write: “The original reality of childhood is ‘home.”
It posits itself as such, inevitably and, as it were, ‘naturally.” By comparison
with it, all later realities are ‘artificial’” (143).

33. The “anchoring” effects of linking money with work have been sug-
gested in a variety of discussions, including ones emphasizing the relationships
between affluence and anomie, between anomie and sudden or unexpected
windfalls such as lottery winnings, and between work and locus of control;
see William Simon and John H. Gagnon, “The Anomie of Affluence: A Post-
Mertonian Conception,” American Journal of Sociology 82 (1976), 356-78; Mark
Abrahamson, “Sudden Wealth, Gratification and Attainment: Durkheim’s
Anomie of Affluence Reconsidered,” American Sociological Review 45 (1980), 49—
57; R. Vecchio, “Workers’ Beliefs in Internal Versus External Determinants
of Success,” Journal of Social Psychology 114 (1981), 199-207; and J. Younger,
A. Arrowood, and G. Hemsley, “And the Lucky Shall Inherit the Earth: Per-
ceiving the Causes of Financial Success and Failure,” European Journal of Social
Psychology 7 (1977), 509-15.

34. Adrian Furnham, “The Protestant Work Ethic, Human Values and Atti-
tudes towards Taxation,” Journal of Economic Psychology 8 (1983), 112-28.

35. Research conducted among 5- and 6-year-olds also suggests a reason
why the taboo on money itself may be a factor in its being dissociated from
work: children generally realized there was some connection between working
and getting money, but they were also likely to be quite confused about the
relationship because (a) they realized governments, banks, mints, and even
God were also sources of money, (b) they recognized that many people, includ-
ing themselves and often their mothers, worked but did not receive pay, and
(c) they saw no intrinsic connection between how hard people worked and how
much money they received. The implication is that explicit discourse about
money and work is needed to clarify these connections. See Hans G. Furth, The
World of Grown-Ups: Children’s Conceptions of Society (New York: Elsevier, 1980),
especially chap. 5.
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36. These studies are reported in Daniel Yankelovich et al., The World at
Work: An International Report on Jobs, Productivity, and Human Values (New York:
Octagon Books, 1985), 139, 155, 284.

37. Lewis, Liar’s Poker, 32.

CHAPTER 7

1. See, for example, Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985).

2. The example reported in the text of Pam Jones illustrates that the question
of values comes up both in deciding to enter the market in the first place and
then in making more finely graded choices once one is in the market. A Los
Angeles attorney talking about his decision to purchase a $500 suit, rather than
one half this price, reveals that the question “Do I need this?” is probably the
biggest hurdle that defining oneself “in the market” brackets from consider-
ation. “Do I really need it? We’ve got more than we possibly could use in this
country. And, if we’re honest, most of us have more clothes then we will ever
use. We buy nicer cars than we need. All we need is transportation. I'm some-
times self-conscious that I bought too much or too good when I don’t really
need that.” When asked to explain, then, why he bought the suit, he paused,
asked how honest he should be, and then explained, “At a surface level there
was the motivation that I needed a new suit. At another level I bought a better-
quality suit that I would need to have just to wear every day at the office,
because there’s a motivation for me to look sharp or I place personal value in
good quality clothes or appearances. Appearances are important to me.” In
short, having to think through the question of “need” in response to the inter-
viewer’s question forced him to admit that looking nice at the office was one of
his values.

3. As one example, consider the following remarks by a young woman in
Washington, D.C., who had struggled recently with the question of whether to
purchase a new camera for her part-time photography business: “Ijust felt very
materialistic—like, I'm draining all our resources, you know, and I don’t have
to have a new camera, that I'm just kind of being petty. I would jump back and
forth between, ‘No, I really need it. This is for my business. It's important.” And
then, ‘How good a camera should I get? Should I get top of the line? Should I
not?’ I just started getting really obsessed about this materialism thing and it
was disgusting.”

4. This is a recognized sales tactic to reduce “buyer’s remorse,” something
that many of our interviewees admitted having. For example, one man mused
at length about the anxiety he had experienced in deciding on a new car: “How
do you justify spending that extra $3,000? If you amortize it out over a six-year
period, it’s really nothing, but at the time it’s a whole bunch, and you get into
little nitpick situations like that. I had an old car that I could fix up. That was a
great car. Is it worth me putting out all this huge amount of cash versus fixing
it up and driving this other one? And it was a real battle. It was a real battle. I
had buyer’s remorse for a long time.”
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5. Teri Silver, the systems analyst, was an exception. She felt she should fol-
low a budget but had not been disciplined enough to do it: “I never followed a
budget and I know I should. . .. I want to, but I never have done it.”

6. A man in his late sixties who considered himself financially prudent illus-
trated the logic of fixed and discretionary expenditures when he remarked,
“We know what money’s available, we know what our responsibilities are, and
so that’s what you follow. You know what’s left as to how much spending
you should do. And so if you want to call that a budget, why it’s an invisible
budget.”

7. Stuart Cummings, the Chicago lawyer, says he and his wife have found a
way to avoid these disagreements: “Once a month I sit at my desk and I write
all the checks out, and I become tenser and tenser as the process goes on. And
my wife is suspiciously quiet and stays on the other side of the house when that
process goes on.”

8. Robert Wuthnow, Meaning and Moral Order: Explorations in Cultural Analy-
sis (Berkeley: University of California, 1987), 109.

9. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and
Taboo (Baltimore: Penguin, 1966), 137, writes that the cultural boundaries of any
society “contain power to reward conformity and repulse attack. There is en-
ergy in its margins and unstructured areas.”

10. Token behavior of this kind, we might say, has “symbolic utility” be-
cause it stands for something else, often a larger category of behavior; for exam-
ple, for the dieter eating dessert one time symbolizes personal dissipation and
weakness in the face of temptation. I am grateful for this example to Robert
Nozick, who discussed it in his 1991 Tanner Lectures at Princeton University,
entitled “Principles of Decision, Decisions of Principle.”

11. Ttalian and Japanese wedding customs often involve the use of a ceremo-
nially decorated envelope in which guests place cash or checks; the Japanese
custom generally does not require anonymity as is the case in some Italian
traditions.

12. Another example that partially illustrates this point is the finding that
parents who give or loan money to adult children seldom negotiate with sib-
lings to determine who will pay the best rates of interest, or make decisions
based on calculations of differential need (which would require estimates of
earning power, net worth, debts, and other financial obligations); instead, they
usually impose extrinsic standards of equity and give all siblings exactly the
same amount; see Marcia Millman, “They Do Come Home Again ... for
Money,” Lear’s (November 1991), 94-97, 138.

13. Although studies of marital financial arrangements are rare, those that
exist suggest that global agreements are quite common and are often orches-
trated in such a way as to minimize actual monetary negotiations. For example,
allowances given by wage-earning husbands to unemployed wives in early
twentieth-century London appear typically to have been long-term agreements
based on a percentage of the husband’s total wages; see M. Pember Reeves,
Round about a Pound a Week (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1914).

14. Allocations of family finances between husbands and wives are often
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based on this principle; one spouse (usually the husband) taking responsibility
for certain routine payments (such as rent or mortgage) and large unusual ex-
penditures (purchasing a new automobile), while the other spouse is put com-
pletely in charge of other items, such as food and children’s clothing. British
examples are presented in Jan Pahl, “Patterns of Money Management within
Marriage,” Journal of Social Policy 9 (1980), 313-35. What some have called “gen-
dered money,” such as allowances and pin money, can from this perspective
be understood as one specific example of a more general class of symbolic
mechanisms used to minimize the likelihood of money discussions becoming a
contaminant of intimate human relationships. Cultural boundaries are simply
applied, rather than market-type negotiations having to take place. As one stu-
dent of the subject observes, “The allocative system is a normative rather than
a bargaining process” (quoted in Pahl, 321).

15. The frequency with which people fight about money has been suggested
in a number of studies. For example, in one study of urban families money
ranked at the top of the list both as the “chief disagreement” mentioned and
among the “total disagreements” mentioned. See Robert Blood and Donald M.
Wolfe, Husbands and Wives: The Dynamics of Married Living (New York: Free
Press, 1960), table 118. In this study, money was implicated in 42 percent of all
family disagreements.

16. See, for example, Marcia Millman, Warm Hearts and Cold Cash: The Inti-
mate Dynamics of Families and Money (New York: Free Press, 1991).

17. T am grateful to Richard Epstein of the University of Chicago for this
insight.

18. One recent example is Joel Martin, Sacred Revolt (Boston: Beacon, 1991).
Personal conversations with Professor Martin also suggest the interesting hy-
pothesis that the ambivalence expressed toward traders by Native Americans
and others in premoney societies can be understood as a functional equivalent
to the ambivalence many people today express toward money.

19. Research summarized in Barry Schwartz, “Altruism: Why It is Impossi-
ble ... and Ubiquitous,” paper presented at the conference on “Altruism: Ex-
ploring the Intellectual Concept,” University of Chicago, 1991.

20. Quoted in Leo Rosten, Infinite Riches (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979),
361.

21. One man summed up the consequences this way: “Most of the loans I
know between individuals have turned out just to separate them.”

22. Nonmarket monetary transactions are also considered dehumanizing in
American culture because people are supposed to be economically self-suffi-
cient. As one man explained: “I hate ever having to ask anybody for anything,
in a sense, because you feel obligated to them, or you feel the way our country
works, that you're sort of stupid. And like no one in this country—everybody
can make it on their own. If you have to ask, you're a failure. And I know I don’t
like to feel that way, and I wouldn’t want to make somebody else feel that
way.”

23. The woman quoted in the previous paragraph in the text went on to say
that she would feel comfortable borrowing from or loaning money to her par-
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ents, but not her siblings: “I feel very comfortable with my parents and we trust
each other and that’s all really good and well. One time I talked to my sister
about borrowing money from her and she was like right away to say, well, we
want to have it written down and thoroughly understood how much it would
be and how much the interest would be and when it was going to be paid back.
And I just felt like, you know, if you're that uptight about it, I don’t want to do
it. I mean, I know that’s wise, but just to have that attitude. .. .”

24. The reasons for negative attitudes toward money as a gift have been
explored empirically in P. Webley, S. Lea, and R. Portalska, “The Unacceptabil-
ity of Money as a Gift,” Journal of Economic Psychology 4 (1983), 223-38.

25. Women were more likely to give handmade items than men. One
woman’s comment provides an especially good illustration of the symbolism of
making something yourself: “My values about [gifts] have changed over time.
I prefer, much prefer, to make something for somebody. Do needlework.
Mostly it’s arts and crafts kinds of things. And to put my precious time into
doing a piece of personal work like that that not only doesn’t cost as much, but
I think has a value that is much more me.” She added that she also likes to give
gifts she finds in unusual places, like when she is on vacation, rather than at the
places where everybody else shops.

26. A respondent who worked at a department store bought most of her gifts
there because of the discount but often had them monogrammed in order to
“add a personal touch.”

27. As one example, consider the following remarks from a middle-aged
man who said he had changed his views about gifts over the years: “A lot of the
things I did for certain people, which I thought they would really appreciate, it
turns out that they really didn’t, and that kind of turned me off to it in a lot of
ways. So I am much more careful nowadays as far as who I do for and what I
do for them. You tend to be suspicious of everyone’s motives. Why are they
looking for this? Why are they looking for that? What are they trying to gain?
And that’s a bad way to be, and I try to keep that to a minimum, but I don’t do
as much for people as I used to as far as, you know, buying them things, other
than the people who are very close to me. I tend to take care of the people who
are very close to me and more or less let other people fend for themselves.”

28. Arthur Kleinman, Patients and Healers in the Context of Culture: An Explo-
ration of the Borderland between Anthropology, Medicine, and Psychiatry (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1980), 209-23.

29. Virginia A. Hodgkinson and Murray S. Weitzman, Giving and Volunteer-
ing in the United States: Findings from a National Survey (Washington, D.C.: Inde-
pendent Sector, Inc., 1990), 9-10.

30. In a national survey I conducted in 1989, 70 percent of the American
public agreed that “a lot of the money given to charity is really given for tax
reasons,” 75 percent agreed that “many charities fatten the pockets of their
administrators instead of really helping the needy,” and 62 percent agreed that
“giving to charities is a way of making yourself feel good without really get-
ting involved.” The details of this survey are described in my book Acts of
Compassion.
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CHAPTER 8

1. Quoted in David Kusnet, Speaking American (New York: Thunder’s Mouth
Press, 1992), 133; Kusnet, offering advice to political office-seekers, adds: “Re-
member—America is a middle-class country. Most people identify themselves
and others as middle class, and consider the middle class to be society’s eco-
nomig, social, and moral norm” (152).

2. Figures reported in this chapter from the Economic Values Survey are
drawn from comparisons of full-time workers who are employed as laborers or
in skilled, semiskilled, service, or clerical occupations and whose family in-
comes in 1992 were $30,000 or lower with full-time workers who are employed
in professional or managerial occupations and whose family incomes were
$50,000 or more. For most purposes, “working class” and “professional-mana-
gerial class” refer to these operational definitions.

3. See, for example, William Simon and John H. Gagnon, “The Anomie of
Affluence: A Post-Mertonian Conception,” American Journal of Sociology 82
(1976), 356-78.

4. Ely Chinoy, Automobile Workers and the American Dream (Boston: Beacon,
1955).

5. David Halle and Frank Romo, “The Blue-Collar Working Class: Continu-
ity and Change,” in America at Century’s End, ed. Alan Wolfe (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1991), 152-84.

6. Mark Granovetter and Charles Tilly, “Inequality and Labor Processes,” in
Handbook of Sociology, ed. Neil ]. Smelser (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1988), 175-221.

7. Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, 137-42.

8. “The Union Label,” Forbes (September 14, 1992), 302; Italy, Japan, Sweden,
the United Kingdom, and Germany all had higher proportions of union mem-
bership in 1990 than the United States.

9. National statistics released in 1992, for example, showed an average
hourly salary decline of 7.6 percent since 1987 for blue-collar workers, com-
pared with a 3.5 percent decline over the same period for white-collar workers;
reported in Sharon Cohen, “Blue Collar: A Vanishing Dream,” The Intelligencer
(September 6, 1992), A8.

10. Among other examples, see Nelson Foote, “The Professionalization of
Labor in Detroit,” American Journal of Sociology 58 (1953), 371-80; Arthur L.
Stinchcombe, “Bureaucratic and Craft Administration of Production: A Com-
parative Study,” Administrative Science Quarterly 4 (1959), 168-87; and Theo-
dore Caplow, The Sociology of Work (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1954), 48, 139.

11. Harold L. Wilensky, “The Professionalization of Everyone?” American
Journal of Sociology 70 (1964), 137-58.

12. Nina Munk, “A Convenience-of-Living Index,” Forbes (September 14,
1992), 218.

13. Forty-three percent of working-class respondents in the Economic Val-
ues Survey gave high job satisfaction scores (8, 9, or 10), compared with 66
percent of professionals and managers. Some of this difference is, however,
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attributable to the fact that younger working-class respondents (who perhaps
see their present job as a way-station to something better) are considerably less
likely to express high job satisfaction (31 percent) than are older working-class
respondents (58 percent).

14. Working-class respondents are only marginally less likely to agree with
that statement “I feel good about the work I do” (89 percent compared with 98
percent among professionals and managers).

15. The proportions among working-class respondents and among profes-
sionals and managers, respectively, who said each of the following describes
their present job fairly well were: provides a lot of variety, 65, 90; suits my
personality, 77, 94; people at work care about me personally, 76, 89; pays very
well, 61, 79; is mentally stimulating, 59, 93; I have a lot of freedom, 57, 80.

16. The percentages, respectively, for working-class men and women in
manual occupations and in service occupations were: control over daily sched-
ule, 43, 57; control over goals, 40, 50. By a considerable margin (59 percent to 30
percent), more of the former said their work left them physically exhausted.

17. For instance, 67 and 62 percent of manual and service workers, respec-
tively, said “provides a lot of variety” characterizes their work very or fairly
well; 39 and 43 percent, respectively, said they experience at least a fair amount
of variation in their daily tasks.

18. Whereas 53 percent of professionals and managers said they worked for
organizations employing more than 100 people, only 35 percent of working-
class respondents did; respectively, the percentages who said they had to work
closely with more than 10 people were 44 and 30; and the percentages who
described themselves as working in a huge bureaucracy were 47 and 32.

19. Joan Larsen makes a similar point about caring. She says it makes all the
difference in the world that a couple of the lawyers in her office are very warm,
personable human beings. “That’s life,” she asserts, “it’s probably true whether
you dig ditches or work in a law firm.” Murial Johnson also emphasized the
caring or family aspect of her work: “I'm the type of person I like to feel needed
and I like to feel that what I'm doing is appreciated or liked. So therefore, since
in my situation I am liked by all of them, those that are higher ranked than me
and lower ranked than me, they consider me a person. You know, a lot of times,
okay, like in the beginning they tried to class me once I made supervisor. ‘Well,
I shouldn’t say this because you're one of management,” you know, they tried
to like throw me off into another class, but because of my personality it was
hard and they couldn’t do it, and they still relate to me as one of them as well
as their boss.” In the survey, women and employees in service occupations
were more likely than men and manual laborers to say their co-workers cared
about them.

20. Ed Butler’s story was typical of many others. Jack Paretti, for example,
told about a recent job that gave him a great deal of satisfaction: “It was a
complete mess. Nothing was typeset. We quoted it at being half the size it was,
with half the pictures and everything. He brought in something twice as big,
twice as many half-tones, and they had to have it for Friday. It was a mess
because they had five people on their committee and five people apparently
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thought they were in charge of the committee. I was getting calls from all these
people all week about the job. And actually when we finished it yesterday, it
looked pretty good. They were real happy with it, and they called up. Actually,
the guy called me at home yesterday morning and told me they were real
happy with it. You feel good about that. I mean, everybody in the shop worked
real hard to get it out. It’s kind of like a teamwork thing.”

21. In a statement that reveals much about the symbolic value of expertise,
Mike Kominski says, “I'm not afraid to say that I'm very good at what I do, at
driving concrete. I've been doing it for fourteen years. I've been with three
different companies. I've been all over, in different situations, all different
kinds of pours, all different kinds of trucks, all different kinds of situations, and
after you put in so many hours for so many years, you hopefully get a certain
amount of experience and a little bit of knowledge out of that as far as what you
can and what you can’t do with the truck. And my boss realizes this, so what
happens sometimes is if there is a real bad job, something that’s very muddy or
very difficult to do, a lot of times I will be the one that goes to do it. If the truck
gets stuck, if the truck’s in a bad situation where it might roll over, a lot of times
I'm the one he sends out to try to pull the truck out and save it. And I like that
and, you know, that makes the boring, boring hours that you put in, the repeti-
tion of doing the same thing over and over, when something like that happens
it makes it worthwhile.”

22. Sixty-six percent agreed that their work is making the world a better
place, compared with 81 percent of professionals and managers.

23. Discriminant models were examined in which age and gender were con-
trolled and predictions of high job satisfaction were estimated separately for
working-class respondents and for professionals and managers. Coefficients
among working-class respondents were as follows: work is boring (-.33), emo-
tionally draining (-.26), too much pressure (-.18), co-workers care about me
personally (.24), mentally stimulating (.27), suits my personality (.35), pays
very well (.27). Coefficients among professionals and managers were of similar
magnitude; exceptions were that the coefficient for boring work was not signif-
icant, while there was a positive effect for work providing a lot of variety.

24. A more pointed example comes from a man who says, “I met a couple
people who are wonderful in offices and such, but, in general, I wouldn’t do
that type of work because, unfortunately, the pressure is there to perform too
greatly, and—it’s almost like a Shakespearean play—who is king and who is on
the way up to get there—the line of succession. And how do you do it? Well,
you slice everyone’s throat getting up there.” Another man explains, “I work
by myself, so it’s not like I have that phony image in the office. I can be myself
wherever I go. I don’t hide anything.”

25. A working-class man who is earning a modest living as a free-lance pho-
tographer says, for example, “I'm a terrible critic with my own pictures. I'm
always saying I could have done something better, dah duh dah duh. When I
was up in Alaska, I got some beautiful shots of whales, which I've always
wanted to do in my life is just to see whales. [ have a great love for whales. And
as nice as these pictures are, I'm still frustrated.”
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26. Asked what the most important reason was for choosing their present
line of work, 38 percent of working-class respondents said “the money,” com-
pared with only 16 percent of professionals and managers.

27. Another example, less typical, is worth considering because it makes the
same point about circumstances, choice, and reasons for liking a job in even
more pointed terms. Larry Leonard, 30, spends his days delivering bottled
water to restaurants, clubs, and private homes—even to “go-go bars” (always
fearing he’ll be seen and mistaken for a customer). He was a good student in
high school, but his main love was soccer. During his first semester in junior
college he realized he didn’t have the “umph” to make it any longer in the
classroom. He’d worked at fast food places, had a girlfriend, needed money. So
he quit school and got a job with a burglar alarm company. That lasted a couple
of years. Then he spent a year working nightshift as a janitor at an oil company.
He spent another year as a carpenter’s apprentice making cabinets. For the past
six years he has been hauling water. Asked how he got into his job, he empha-
sizes circumstances: “It wasn’t my choice. It was a job. I just got laid off, and I
needed work. I had a wife and a child, and I could not afford to sit around, and
this happened to be a friend who said, ‘I can hire you. Do you want the job?" I
was like, ‘Fine,” and I took it.” But he hastens to add: “I've never found myself
to be an inside person anyway. I always much prefer to work outside. So in a
way, I didn’t mind taking the job. It happened to be pretty good in that sense.
And I like the job. There’s a lot to it that I do like.” Asked what, he stressed the
job’s variety. “Every day is different, something always happens.”

28. Among working-class respondents, the percentages who said they never
or hardly ever discussed each of the following with anyone outside their imme-
diate family were: income, 79; family budget, 88; purchases, 78; financial wor-
ries, 70; the routine cost of goods, 75; and charitable gifts, 93. Only financial
worries was significantly lower than the proportion among professionals and
managers. The percentages of working-class respondents who said they never
or hardly ever discussed personal finances with the following were: co-work-
ers, 86; clergy, 97; therapists, 99; financial experts, 97; fellow church members,
98; and close friends, 75. Only close friends was significantly lower than among
professionals and managers. A significantly higher proportion of working-
class respondents than professionals and managers agreed that parents should
not talk about money in front of children.

29. In the Economic Values Survey there were no statistically significant dif-
ferences in the responses of working-class men and women to questions about
discussing money.

30. In the Economic Values Survey, the proportions who said “very clear”
were 12 percent and 35 percent, respectively, among respondents age 18 to 29;
among respondents age 50 or older, there were no differences, suggesting that
children of all social strata were perhaps more likely to be exposed to family
financial decisions a generation ago.

31. They are also grandchildren of the Great Depression, often feeling that
their parents made it or almost did, but weren’t wise, and followed whims.
Sometimes they look back to their grandparents, finding a common bond there
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because they are working and scrimping like their grandparents. Here is one
example: “I've been there [at my job], God, I said twelve years, it’s probably
been like fourteen or fifteen. My grandparents respect it because I've been there
for a long time, because my grandfather worked at B & B in production for
twenty-some years or whatever. So to them if you're in a job, and you work
your way up and you stay there, that’s the good thing. I think my dad’s happy
that I've held a job and financially held my own. My mom’s kind of like,
‘you’ve been there too long. Go get something else,” because my mom’s jumped
from job to job since she’s been out, and she really hasn’t moved ahead at all.
She gets somewhere, jumps somewhere else, and she starts lower and moves
up, and she’s not getting anywhere.”

32. Eighty-two percent of working-class respondents said they had worried
about paying their bills recently, compared with 58 percent of professionals
and managers; 42 percent (versus 12 percent) had worried a lot. Among work-
ing-class respondents, 76 percent had experienced anxiety recently about
money decisions, and 58 percent had felt guilty about their purchases.

33. Seventy-one percent of working-class respondents said they had a lot of
control over their attitudes toward money, and 56 percent said this about how
much they thought about finances, compared with 31 percent who said they
had this much control over their earnings and 34 percent who said the same
about family spending. None of these figures was statistically different for pro-
fessionals and managers.

34. Compared with professionals and managers, working-class respondents
were more likely to say making a lot of money was very important to their
sense of worth as a person; they were also more likely to say they had been
worried recently because they were feeling bad about themselves.

35. Jack Paretti, for example, doesn’t just worry about paying the bills. He
also feels guilty. He feels he didn’t learn how to handle money properly be-
cause his mother always abused their credit cards. Until he was married he
paid the rent and then just blew everything else. He says he wishes now he
would have saved so they could buy a house.

36. Although it might be assumed that perceiving a lack of relationship be-
tween hard work and making more money is merely sour grapes among poorly
paid members of the labor force, these responses were not statistically different
from the percentages giving the same responses among highly paid profession-
als and managers.

37. Working-class commitment to hard work as an ideal is evident in the fact
that 47 percent expressed high admiration for someone who was rich but still
worked hard, compared with only 5 percent who said the same about a rich
person who didn’t work. Evidence of work that results in wealth being more
valued than work that does not comes from the 69 percent who expressed ad-
miration for someone who works hard and earns a lot of money, compared
with 51 percent who said the same about someone who works hard but earns
little.

38. The percentages of working-class respondents who said they would be
very willing to do each of the following to make more money were: work
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longer hours each week, 33; take a high-pressure job, 13; take a job that is less
interesting but pays better, 23; and move to a different part of the country, 16.
These percentages should not, however, be interpreted as evidence of laziness
or lack of ambition among the working class. Among professionals and manag-
ers, the proportions were even lower (21, 9, 7, and 10, respectively).

39. Onsimple survey items asking how much of a consideration mileage, the
best deal, and preference for a particular model would be in purchasing a new
car, working-class respondents and professionals and managers did not differ,
with one exception: the former were actually more likely than the latter to say
they would pay a lot of attention to how this purchase fit into their broader
values.

40. One man explained why he is planning to buy a conversion van in these
terms: “Right now, the conversion van is sort of looking more interesting. For
one thing is, I kind of, right now, say, I kind of deserve a little toy. A little
plushness in my life, you know.”

41. The symbolic, as opposed to purely economic, value of ritualized cut-
backs is also clearly in evidence, however, as illustrated by this statement:
“When the paycheck goes down, everything gets tight, and all the bills, and
then you start saying, well, don’t leave the water running, or make sure you
shut the light off, and you've got to think about that. I don’t want to have to
think about leaving a light on. I mean, that shouldn’t have to happen.”

42. Jack Paretti gives an example of splurging that shows clearly how such
an episode gets defined, why it is remembered, and how it relates to rules about
ordinary expenditures. He says he and his wife have an agreement that neither
will spend more than $25 without consulting the other. “I won’t spend more
than $25, unless it’s grocery shopping, on anything that could be considered a
luxury or whatever unless I bring it up with her and vice versa, because we
both violated that agreement once, her on my birthday one year and me on
hers. [What happened?] She spent about $50. I kept telling her the whole time,
‘Look, don’t. I don’t want anything. Don’t spend.” “Well, I'm going to spend
some money. I'm going to get you something.” She spent $50. I got kind of
annoyed. I mean, I appreciated the gift obviously, and then I did the same
thing. But it wasn’t like a major argument or anything. It’s just like, better not
do it again, so we haven’t had any problems with it.”

43. One man provided this illustration: “We try to figure out, like we need a
TV, so we figure out exactly what we want, and how much you want to spend
on it. It goes back to the old don’t buy junk. I didn’t want to get a piece of
garbage for $100, and yet I wasn’t going to pay $600 or $800. The salesman was
trying to sell me this one with the picture in picture, and stereo sound. I'm
looking at this one TV, which was on sale, and he goes, “Well, it doesn’t have
stereo sound.” I said, “Well, turn it on,” and he did. I said, ‘I can hear it. What's
the problem?’ That’s the kind of thing. I didn’t want to waste money on the TV
for stuff we really didn’t need. I only watch one channel at a time. Why do I
need a TV screen with four channels on it for?”

44. Jack Paretti talks about his brother who has been in jail for theft as some-
one who is “materialistic,” so in this case materialism doesn’t mean paying



410 NOTES TO CHAPTER NINE

attention to making ends meet, but being so obsessed with money that one
breaks the law, or in some other way ruins one’s life.

45. A third of working-class respondents said wealthy people are generally
less happy than other people, compared with only 16 percent of professionals
and managers; only 10 percent of each group thought the wealthy are happier.

46. The following quote also provides a good illustration of borrowing and
lending being disliked because they alter the balance of power in family rela-
tionships: “There was one time where her father loaned us money, and then it
was kind of like the thing we purchased was his. He helped us also move into
the first apartment, and now all of a sudden it’s like, “Well, you should arrange
it this way, and you should—’ and he tried to just kind of take over. And we’re
like, “Well, it’s my place. Don’t do that. Just because you gave us the money
doesn’t mean it’s your place.” But we worked through that and kind of straight
away said, ‘Let’s get this up front. This is my house, and thank you, here’s your
money back, and we’ll do it this way.””

47. The connection between materialism and negative attitudes toward the
rich is also particularly evident in this remark from Mike Kominski: “One of the
things that gets under my skin the most in this world is materialism. I despise
people, even though I hate to say despise, but I really have problems with
people who are yuppies, who it seems like they judge the sum of their lives by
their possessions, by their BMWs, their Porsches. I can’t stand it when I see
people who live their lives just to obtain possessions, because something I've
learned from standing out here on the street corner collecting for the Fire De-
partment is that over the course of a couple days you'll notice that the poor
people will always stop and give you something, even if it’s just a couple quar-
ters or whatever it is they have, an old dollar bill or something like that. A lot
of times your more well-to-do people, they won't.”

48. Figures cited in the text are from Urban Institute, Census Bureau, and
Immigration & Naturalization Service statistics reported in Michael J. Mandel
and Christopher Farrell, “The Immigrants: How They’re Helping to Revitalize
the U.S. Economy,” Business Week (July 13, 1992), 114-22.

49. Ibid., 122.

50. Christopher Power, “America’s Welcome Mat Is Wearing Thin,” Business
Week (July 13, 1992), 119.

CHAPTER 9

1. This quote is from an actual story carried by the Associated Press about a
national survey conducted by Mellman & Lazarus, Inc., for the Massachusetts
Mutual Life Insurance Company; see “Poll: Importance of Family Rises,” Tren-
ton Times (November 18, 1991), D3.

2. My question is quite different from the considerable literature that exam-
ined the circumstances of work-family conflicts, rather than the moral under-
standings of these relationships; some of that literature is summarized in Fran-
cine D. Blau and Marianne A. Ferber, The Economics of Women, Men, and Work
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(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1986), and E. ]J. Crosby, ed., Spouse,
Worker, Parent: On Gender and Multiple Roles (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1987).

3. According to George P. Murdock, Social Structure (New York: Macmillan,
1949), the nuclear family was the dominant custom prior to this time in approx-
imately one-third of all societies.

4. In this I follow Skolnick, Embattled Paradise, 51, who defends the 1950’s
family as a baseline from which to assess recent changes in family life.

5. Arlene Skolnick, The Intimate Environment (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973),
97.

6. On the distinction between “postmodern” and “modern” families, see Ju-
dith Stacey, Brave New Families (New York: Basic Books, 1990).

7. Although many observers distinguish extended from nuclear families on
the basis of physical residence in the same household, the present discussion
takes a somewhat broader view, focusing on the geographic proximity and
social, economic, and emotional interdependence of family members.

8. On romantic love, see especially Ann Swidler, “Love and Adulthood in
American Culture,” in Themes of Work and Love in Adulthood, ed. Neil J. Smelser
and Erik H. Erikson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 120—47.

9. The close connection between the American Dream and the nuclear family
is also symbolized by the importance that was attached to homeownership.

10. Christopher Lasch, Haven in a Heartless World (New York: Basic Books,
1977), xxiii, writes: “Most of the writing on the modern family ... assumes
[it is] impervious to outside influences. In reality, the modern world intrudes
at every point and obliterates its privacy. The sanctity of the home is a sham
in a world dominated by giant corporations and by the apparatus of mass
promotion.”

11. The resulting resentment of parents toward their children is one of the
“injuries” described in Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb, The Hidden Injuries
of Class (New York: Vintage, 1972). The corresponding feeling of abandonment
on the part of children can also be acute. A Hispanic man in Chicago who was
the first member of his family to attend college told us: “My family takes no
interest in my work. They don’t know what I do, or why I do it. It really doesn’t
matter to them.”

12. Skolnick, Embattled Paradise, of course suggests this imagery in the title of
her book.

13. Economic Values Survey; specifically, 44 percent agreed strongly, 45 per-
cent agreed somewhat, 7 percent disagreed somewhat, 2 percent disagreed
strongly, and 2 percent were unsure.

14. Her view is typical. In the Economic Values Survey, 75 percent agreed
(35 percent strongly) that “advertising is corrupting our basic values.”

15. In the Economic Values Survey this statement elicited stronger agree-
ment that any other statement about materialism: 53 percent agreed strongly,
37 percent agreed somewhat, 6 percent disagreed somewhat, 1 percent dis-
agreed strongly, and 2 percent were unsure.
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16. Sylvia Ann Hewlett, When the Bough Breaks: The Cost of Neglecting Our
Children (New York: Basic Books, 1991), 102.

17. Writer Austin Winters, a Philadelphian, drew another direct connection
between the power and innocence of children. The problem with materialism,
he explained, is that children gain a sense of power from the television pro-
grams they watch and the video games they play, but they do not yet have the
ability to discriminate between good and bad uses of this power.

18. The questions and responses in the Economic Values Survey were, “How
sure are you about what to teach your children?” Very sure (54 percent), some-
what sure (38 percent), somewhat unsure (3 percent), very unsure (1 percent),
and don’t know (4 percent). “How do you feel, in general, about the way chil-
dren are being raised in our society? Do you feel our nation is doing an excel-
lent job (1 percent), a good job (9 percent), a fair job (41 percent), a poor job (33
percent), or a very poor job (15 percent)?”

19. The chief reason, of course, is that married women are increasingly in the
labor force themselves. Between 1960 and 1988 the proportion of married
women with children under the age of 6 who were in the labor force increased
from 19 percent to 57 percent. Panel on Employer Policies and Working Fami-
lies, Work and Family: Policies for a Changing Work Force, ed. Marianne A. Fer-
ber and Brigid O’Farrell (Washigton, D.C.: National Academy of Sciences,
1991), 102. The fact that fewer men are married, and that fewer married men
have children, is also a reason for the changing relationships between work and
family.

20. In the Economic Values Survey, 38 percent of married men with full-time
jobs and with employed spouses said they often relieved stress by watching
television (another 35 percent did so sometimes), whereas only 29 percent of
women in comparable situations said this.

21. Specifically, 12 percent of men in the Economic Values Survey with
full-time jobs said they experienced serious or very serious conflict between
their work and their families; among married men with children, this figure
rose only to 15 percent. In the latter group, 33 percent said they experienced
some conflict, 42 percent experienced hardly any, and 10 percent experienced
no conflict. By a margin of 31 percent to 41 percent, married men with em-
ployed spouses are also less likely than married women with employed
spouses to say they experience stress as a result of having too little time for
their families.

22. One indication of this tendency may be the fact that 34 percent of work-
ing men in the Economic Values Survey said they often deal with job-related
stress by keeping it to themselves, compared with 23 percent of working
women.

23. As discussed elsewhere in the chapter, married working women are
more likely than married working men to complain that their families do not
appreciate their work.

24. Among respondents in the Economic Values Survey who were working
full-time, married, and had employed spouses, 69 percent of the women said
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they did most of the housework, compared with 8 percent of the men. Three
percent of the women said their spouse did most of it, compared with 57 per-
cent of the men. Twenty-eight percent of the women said they shared it about
equally, as did 35 percent of the men. See also Diane S. Burden and Bradley
Googins, Balancing Job and Homelife Study: Managing Work and Family Stress
(Boston: Boston University School of Social Work, 1987).

25. Panel on Employer Policies and Working Families, Work and Family, 102,
“Approximately 10 percent of full-time employees are actual or potential care-
givers for elderly relatives. This group is expected to increase substantially
over the next several years.”

26. For example, 37 percent of women in the Economic Values Survey said
they had worked part-time instead of full-time because of obligations to their
families, compared with 16 percent of men; 17 (vs. 12) percent had refused to
work overtime; and 24 (vs. 16) percent had refused to travel or be away from
home.

27. Gender differences in providing emotional support to children are strik-
ing. Among women in the Economic Values Survey who were working full-
time and had children, 60 percent said their children came mainly to them for
emotional support, whereas only 11 percent of the men said this. Among mar-
ried respondents with children and an employed spouse, 52 percent of the
women said their children came mainly to them, compared with only 6 percent
of the men.

28. Nineteen percent of working women in the Economic Values Survey said
that “arranging child care” had been a big or very big issue for them (compared
with only 10 percent of working men); 33 percent said the same about “getting
household chores done” (compared with 19 percent of working men).

29. This difference was more pronounced in open-ended interviews but was
also somewhat evident in the survey. Thirty-eight percent of women with full-
time jobs said “it drains me emotionally” described their work very well or
fairly well, compared with 33 percent of men with full-time jobs. An indirect
indication of the same pattern may be that equal numbers of men and women
said their work was physically exhausting, yet only 22 percent of married
women with full-time jobs said they have a lot of energy left after work, com-
pared with 27 percent of married men with full-time jobs.

30. The need to do personal repair work, coupled with added household
tasks, is one of the reasons why working women are more likely than working
men to say they have too little time for themselves. Among married women
with full-time jobs and employed spouses, 55 percent said getting time for
themselves had been a big or very big issue (compared with 28 percent of men
in comparable situations). It is worth noting that the absolute figure and the
relative difference between women and men are greater on this item than on
household and child-care items, suggesting that repair work is indeed part of
the issue. On another question, 68 percent of these women said that “I seldom
get enough time for myself” described them very well or fairly well, compared
with 39 percent of the men.
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31. Among married women with full-time jobs and employed spouses, 30
percent said they often relieve stress by taking about it with friends (another 45
percent said they sometimes did this), whereas only 22 percent of men in com-
parable situations said this. Thirteen percent of the women said feeling their
work was unappreciated had been a big issue in their family, compared with
only 6 percent of the men.

32. Twenty-five percent of working women in the Economic Values Survey
said they were involved in a support group that meetings regularly, compared
with 15 percent of working men.

33. Mary Catherine Bateson, Composing a Life (New York: Atlantic Monthly
Press, 1989), 166.

34. Fifty-one percent of married women with full-time jobs, children, and an
employed spouse said that “I need more time to think about the really basic
issues in life” described them very well or fairly well, whereas 38 percent of
men in comparable situations gave this response.

35. Fifty percent of married men with children said they had taken on extra
work because of family obligations; 38 percent of married women with children
had done so.

CHAPTER 10

1. An earlier draft of part of this chapter was originally published under the
same title in the series Essays on Philanthropy (Indianapolis: Indiana University
Center on Philanthropy, 1992), no. 7.

2. Tocqueville, Democracy in America.

3. Robert H. Bremner, American Philanthropy, 2d ed. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1988). Precise levels of volunteer activity have not been mea-
sured, but rates of church membership and the foundings of fraternal and civic
associations point clearly toward overall growth during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.

4. T have examined the language of motives for caring and discussed the
need for a clearer sense of reciprocity in my book Acts of Compassion, esp. chaps.
3 and 10. Difficulties of reconciling altruistic and self-interested motives in
popular discourse find parallels in the academic literature. See, for example,
C. Daniel Batson, “Prosocial Motivation: Is It Ever Truly Altruistic?” Advances
in Experimental Social Psychology 20 (1987), 65-122; Barry Schwartz, “Why Altru-
ism Is Impossible—and Ubiquitous,” paper presented at the Conference on
“Altruism: Exploring the Intellectual Concept, University of Chicago, 1991; and
Jan Osterberg, Self and Others: A Study of Ethical EQoism (Dordrecht: Kluwer,
1988).

5. Discussed in chapter 3.

6. Prominent examples are, of course, E. P. Thompson, The Making of the
English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1963), and James C. Scott, The Moral
Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1976).
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7. Kristen R. Monroe, Michael C. Barton, and Ute Klingemann, “Altruism
and the Theory of Rational Action: Rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe,” Ethics 101
(1990), 103-22, provide another example of altruistic behavior being motivated
by a sense of community that renders it “natural.”

8. My argument is not that people have no friends in their communities. A
substantial literature suggests otherwise. In a national survey I conducted in
1991 (for a project on small-group involvement), for example, four people in
ten said they had five or more close friends in their present community. How-
ever, an increasing share of physical and emotional needs are being met, nei-
ther by families nor by these friendship networks, but by specialized organiza-
tions, ranging from support groups (such as Alcoholics Anonymous) to soup
kitchens and shelters for the homeless.

9. William H. Whyte, Jr., The Organization Man (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1956), 391. It is perhaps telling that Whyte stresses the neighborliness of
Park Forest in the 1950s, whereas Paul Leinberger and Bruce Tucker, The New
Individualists: The Generation after the Organization Man (New York: Harper,
1991), found little of this ethic when they returned in the 1980s.

10. Virginia A. Hodgkinson and Murray S. Weitzman, Giving and Volunteer-
ing in the United States: Findings from a National Survey, 1990 Edition (Washing-
ton, D.C.: Independent Sector, 1990), 2. A comparable survey conducted in 1992
showed that the percentage of households contributing volunteer work was
down slightly (from 54 to 51 percent), but the average number of hours donated
per week was up slightly (Virginia A. Hodgkinson and Murray S. Weitzman,
Giving and Volunteering in the United States, 1992 Edition [Washington, D.C.:
Independent Sector, 1992], 4).

11. The labor force survey found that 26 percent claimed to be “involved in
any charity or social service activities, such as helping the poor, the sick, or the
elderly.” In comparison, my 1989 survey of the general population estimated
this figure at 29 percent. Full-time workers are significantly less likely to be
involved in such charitable activities than part-time workers (24 vs. 33 percent).
But this difference is largely because more part-time workers are women.
Among both full-and part-time workers, women are substantially more likely
to be involved than men.

12. Hodgkinson and Weitzman, Giving and Volunteering, 1990, 31.

13. These are my own analyses of data I collected in 1989 for my book Acts
of Compassion. A description of the study is found in that volume. Coefficients
for factor 1 were as follows: neighbors (.570), church members (.507), relatives
(.611), friends (.681), and for factor 2: volunteers (.736), social welfare agencies
(.846). Further analysis, using discriminant models, revealed that the likelihood
of receiving help from relatives outside one’s immediate family (an indicator of
naturally occurring networks) is positively associated with the likelihood of
receiving help from friends, co-workers, and church members, but unrelated to
receiving help from volunteers. In other words, volunteer effort appears to be
of a different order.

14. Ibid., chaps. 7-9.
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15. Ibid., 264.

16. Ibid., 23.

17. Virginia A. Hodgkinson and Murray S. Weitzman, Giving and Volunteer-
ing in the United States: Findings from a National Survey, 1988 Edition (Washing-
ton, D.C.: Independent Sector, 1988), 37.

18. From my own analysis of surveys collected between 1983 and 1987 as
part of the General Social Survey conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center at the University of Chicago.

19. An empirical assessment of the meaning of materialism is made possible
by examining correlates in the labor force survey of saying that materialism (or
an emphasis on money) is an extremely serious problem. Using as predictor
variables a list of nine social problems identified in the survey, discriminant
analysis shows that all the other problems are positively associated in zero-
order models, but only some are significantly associated in multivariate mod-
els. Although there is some response bias due to the adjacent ordering of items
in the interview, this bias is minimized by the fact that the entire list was ro-
tated at random and by virtue of having two different dependent variables. In
the nine-variable models, individualism, selfishness, and the breakdown of
community were significantly associated with both dependent variables. Ex-
cept for the association of the two dependent variables with each other, none
of the other items was significantly associated with both of the dependent
variables.

20. In the labor force survey, 10 to 15 percent more of those who were in-
volved in charitable activities than of those who were not involved registered
concern about materialism and emphasis on money in American society; yet
virtually the same proportions of each valued having a nice home, new car,
comfortable lifestyle, vacations, security in retirement, and nice clothing, and
said they had serious financial obligations.

21. This figure is from my 1989 survey for Acts of Compassion. Discriminant
analysis of factors differentiating volunteers from nonvolunteers in these data
also suggest that volunteer activity is rooted in a different orientation or con-
stellation of values than work; specifically, volunteerism was strongly associ-
ated with valuing helping others, valuing one’s religious commitments, valu-
ing one’s leisure time, and valuing one’s family but was virtually unrelated to
valuing one’s work. These findings, it might be noted, are consistent with socio-
logical arguments that place volunteer activity, religion, family, and leisure in
the “private” sphere of personal life, contrasting it with work as an activity that
is increasingly removed from the home.

22. These perceptions were discussed in chapter 5.

23. The figures quoted in this paragraph are from the national survey I con-
ducted in 1989 for Acts of Compassion. That Americans feel business is not doing
enough for the needy is indicated by the fact that 63 percent say “corporations
doing more to help the needy” would help a lot to make America a better place.

24. That it may in fact be more blessed to give time than money is suggested
by further analysis of my 1989 data: values most closely associated with giving
time included wanting to make the world a better place, while those closely
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associated with giving money were the expectation that others would be kind
in return and that generosity would help the giver get what he or she wanted.
25. Hodgkinson and Weitzman, Giving and Volunteering, 1990, 1.
26. Ibid., 184-86.

CHAPTER 11

1. Ecclesiastes, 2:4-11 (revised English version).

2. John Chrysostom, Six Books on the Priesthood (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladi-
mir’s Press, 1977), 8:469.

3. St. Augustine, “On the Trinity,” in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, ed. H. Wace and P. Schaff (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1966), vol. 1, sec. 3.7.

4. Quoted in St. Francis de Sales, “Riches, Poverty, and the Spiritual Life,”
Discipleship Journal (January 1, 1985), 32.

5. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1977), IIL.xix.9, 1:841.

6. Quoted in Charles Edward White, “What Wesley Practiced and Preached
About Money,” Leadership (Winter 1987), 28.

7. David D. Hall, Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgment: Popular Religious Belief
in Early New England (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 238.

8. Marlow C. Embree, “Help Wanted: Finding the Best Place to Use Your
Gifts,” Discipleship Journal (May 1, 1988), 27.

9. William E. Diehl, The Monday Connection: A Spirituality of Competence, Af-
firmation, and Support in the Workplace (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 12.

10. Will Herberg, Protestant—Catholic—Jew: An Essay in American Religious So-
ciology (New York: Doubleday, 1955).

11. These figures are from 1990 Gallup surveys as reported in Emerging
Trends 12 (September 1990), 1-6.

12. Examples of such arguments would include Andrew M. Greeley, Reli-
gious Change in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), and The-
odore Caplow, Howard M. Bahr, and Bruce A. Chadwick, All Faithful People:
Change and Continuity in Middletown’s Religion (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1983). There are of course many social scientists who believe secu-
larization is happening in more subtle ways. The essays in The Sacred in a Secu-
lar Age, ed. Phillip E. Hammond (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1985), provide helpful insights into these debates.

13. The current figures reported are for 1990 and are based on comparisons
with earlier Gallup surveys reported in “Religion in America, 1935-1985,” The
Gallup Report, no. 236 (May 1985), 1-57.

14. “Literal Belief in the Bible Declining in U.S.,” Emerging Trends 14 (January
1992), 1.

15. C. G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (New York: Random House,
1963), chap. 4.

16. Wade Clark Roof, Generation of Seekers (San Francisco: Harper, 1993) of-
fers many intriguing examples.
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17. “Religion in America, 1935-1985,” 57.

18. “Small Groups Survey,” conducted in 1991 by the Gallup Organization
for the Project on Small Groups and Spirituality under a grant from the Lilly
Endowment.

19. These figures are from the Economic Values Survey and thus pertain
only to the U.S. labor force. Among respondents ages 18-34, 21 percent had had
family devotions as children, compared with 30 percent of those age 50 or over.

20. Economic Values Survey.

21. One thinks especially of Peter Berger, Brigitte Berger, and Hansfried
Kellner, The Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1973), as a contribution to this perspective.

22. The image of warfare (which, in my view, has greatly overstated and
miscast the important arguments) has become common in recent years; one
example is James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America
(New York: Basic Books, 1991). My own position on the sources and nature of
recent conflicts in American religion (from which Hunter has adapted some of
his arguments) was presented in The Restructuring of American Religion: Society
and Faith since World War II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), and
The Struggle for America’s Soul: Evangelicals, Liberals, and Secularism (Grand Rap-
ids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1989).

23. Warfare imagery of course neglects this point by focusing on the polem-
ics of public interest groups. Faced with the shrill appeals of extremists at both
ends of the spectrum, many people probably say “a plague on both your
houses.”

24. Much the same mechanisms might well be present in the relationships
between spiritual commitments and views on political issues, but that is not the
focus of our attention here. It is a simple matter to suggest that compartmental-
ization is one of the ways of coping with being pious in a secular world. But just
how this is done reveals much about how religion is understood in our society.

25. On the ways in which individualism underlies religious liberalism and
religious conservatism alike, see my Acts of Compassion, chap. 5.

26. Of necessity, the discussion of religion in this chapter is oriented toward
its contemporary implications for the moral restraint of economic life; consider-
ably more detail about the relationships between religious beliefs and eco-
nomic values has been presented elsewhere; see Wuthnow, God and Mammon in
America.

27. Although it is especially difficult to separate religious orientations from
questions of moral discourse, readers should be alert to the fact that the latter
questions are addressed more specifically in chapters 12 and 13.

28. What is also important to recognize is that a dualist view of spirituality
and materialism is scarcely incompatible with thinking seriously about the re-
lationship between the two. In the labor force survey, for example, the 10 per-
cent who had thought most about biblical teachings on money and work were
overwhelmingly (89 percent) likely to say they had also thought a lot about the
differences between spiritual growth and material possessions.

29. She also believes life is like climbing a mountain. Everyone is headed for
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the same pinnacle. She hints that this pinnacle may be God or heaven. But again
the story really only involves human characters. Some people struggle up the
mountain with heavier burdens than others. And if some don’t make it, nobody
does. So it is up to everyone to help everyone else.

30. Economic Values Survey.

31. Conwell’s widely read book was first published in 1915; for a discussion
of it and other gospel-of-riches literature, see especially Irvin G. Wyllie, The
Self-Made Man in America: The Myth of Rags to Riches (New York: Free Press,
1954), chap. 4.

32. For example, Wade Clark Roof and William McKinney, Mainline Ameri-
can Religion (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1987), especially their
discussion of the “new voluntarism.”

33. Economic Values Survey. In addition to the responses reported in the
text, 10 percent defined stewardship as “giving a certain percentage of your
money to the church”; 12 percent, as “taking good care of our planet”; and 20
percent said they didn’t know.

34. Small Group Survey. This was a national survey of 1,000 randomly se-
lected persons who were currently involved in some kind of small group that
met regularly and provided caring and support for its members. Because of the
high concentration of people in Sunday school classes and Bible studies, this
sample was actually more religiously involved than the nation at large.

35. In the Economic Values Survey, when asked, “In deciding what kind of
work to go into, did your religious values influence your decision?” 10 percent
said “Yes, definitely,” 12 percent said “Yes, maybe,” 75 percent said “No,” and
2 percent were unsure.

36. Economic Values Survey. In the total labor force sample, 22 percent said
the idea of stewardship was very meaningful, 40 percent said it was fairly
meaningful, 20 percent said it was not very or not at all meaningful, and 18
percent said they didn’t know. Among younger respondents the latter percent-
ages were higher.

37. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (New York: Washington Square
Press, 1957 [1678]), 85-103.

38. Economic Values Survey.

39. Economic Values Survey.

40. Economic Values Survey. Other responses given by respondents who felt
they had experienced a calling included “God wants us to work at whatever
makes us happiest” (18 percent), “God doesn’t really care what kind of work
we do” (4 percent), and “other” or “don’t know” (6 percent).

41. In the Economic Values Survey, 35 percent of those who agreed that God
had called them to their particular line of work said their work was absolutely
essential to their basic sense of worth as a person, compared with 26 percent of
those who disagreed with this statement; the percentages rating their job satis-
faction at the high end of the scale were 32 and 21, respectively. The respective
proportions saying each of the following were also absolutely essential were:
living a comfortable life (21 and 21), making a lot of money (13 and 14), and
hobbies or leisure activities (14 and 12).
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42. Proportions among those who said the idea of stewardship was very
meaningful to them and among those who said it was not very meaningful,
respectively, who agreed with each statement were: “people who work hard
are more pleasing to God than people who are lazy” (70 vs. 40), “riches get in
the way of our truly knowing God” (42 vs. 19), and “the poor are closer to God
than rich people are” (27 vs. 13).

43. Maclntyre, After Virtue 187; and for an elaboration, see Stout, Ethics after
Babel, chap. 12.

CHAPTER 12

1. Nor do I wish to set them on a pedestal. We shall in fact turn eventually to
a number of the limitations evident in contemporary moral discourse.

2. I noted in chapter 7 that Pam Jones and her “husband” are not legally
married.

3. Asin previous chapters, I have been able to substantiate these arguments
by drawing on evidence from personal interviews and the survey, but will
restrict most of this supporting evidence to notes.

4. Discussed in chapter 3.

5. In positing these two as moral languages capable of placing restrictions on
economic pursuits, I am of course suggesting certain similarities between them.
ButI am not the first to have done so. For example, despite the fact that Puritan-
ism and romanticism have often been portrayed as opposing tendencies, the
former contained a strong pietistic strain that was conducive to the expressiv-
ism found in the latter, and the latter contained a moralistic element that was
reminiscent of the former. More importantly, the two spoke with one voice in
condemning the cold, calculating reasonableness of economic utilitarianism
and called for something higher, or deeper, in the human spirit to be given its
due. Some of these common roots are discussed in Colin Campbell, The Roman-
tic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987).

6. In the Economic Values Survey, the exact percentages of the labor force
who agreed (and who agreed strongly) were: “certain values must be regarded
as absolutes,” 90 (53); “I believe in following a strict set of moral rules,” 85 (41);
“getting in touch with your inner feelings is more important than doing well in
your job,” 58 (14); “working on my emotional life takes priority over other
things,” 42 (9); and “exploring my inner self is one of my main priorities,” 45
(11). Other evidence is provided by the fact that 56 percent said “your moral
standards” are absolutely essential to their sense of worth as a person, and 25
percent said this about “paying attention to your feelings.”

7. As rough indicators of the two kinds of moral language discussed in this
chapter, “moralism” and “expressivism” scales were constructed from the Eco-
nomic Values Survey data as follows. For the former, respondents were given
scores ranging from 0 to 3 for their answers to the questions asking how impor-
tant moral standards were to their sense of worth as a person, their agreement
that certain values should be regarded as absolutes, and their agreement with
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following a strict set of moral rules. For the latter, scores were assigned simi-
larly for answers to the questions about the importance of paying attention to
one’s feelings, agreement about working on emotional life taking priority over
other things, and agreement that exploring my inner self is one of my main
priorities. Each scale was collapsed into four categories and its validity was
examined in relation to other items in the survey that measured similar beliefs.
Twenty-seven percent of the respondents scored in the highest category on the
moralism scale, and 20 percent scored in this category on the expressivism
scale. Statistical relationships reported in notes to this chapter are based on
these two scales.

8. A possible indication of change in views toward moral absolutes is the fact
that 60 percent of those age 50 or older in the Economic Values Survey agreed
strongly that “certain values must be regarded as absolutes,” whereas only 46
percent of those age 18 to 34 did so.

9. My use of the term expressive moralism basically follows that of Robert N.
Bellah and his associates who coin the term “expressive utilitarianism” in refer-
ence to the view “that each person has a unique core of feeling and intuition that
should unfold or be expressed if individuality is to be realized.” While noting
that this view is related to certain strains in nineteenth-century thought, particu-
larly romanticism, they too suggest its distinctiveness in contemporary thought
by remarking on its affinities with therapeutic language. I have dropped their
identification of this outlook with utilitarianism because nothing in their basic
definition necessarily associates it with utilitarian thinking. I agree with their
suggestion that this outlook, while focusing on individuality, “is not necessar-
ily alien to other persons or to nature.” See Habits of the Heart, 334.

10. “Today’s wild man owes more to Rob’t Bly than Dan’l Boone. Today’s
wilderness is only a site for weekend seminars; rassling grizzlies is discour-
aged” (Ian Shoales, “Mo” Hicans? No, Thanks,” New York Times, September 27,
1992, 17).

11. Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility (London: Avalon, 1949), provides one
example of these contrasts. For an example of an exception to the usual gender
imagery, Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1967) extolled emotionality as a virtue in men. In the Economic Values
Survey, expressivism and moralism were both statistically associated with
being female, although only moderately so.

12. Both the expressivism and moralism scales in the Economic Values Sur-
vey data were positively associated with valuing one’s relationship with God
and saying that “I'd like to spend more time exploring spiritual issues” de-
scribed themselves very well. Higher scores on both scales were associated
with a greater likelihood of saying that one was very happy with life overall,
but expressivism was also associated with describing one’s work as emotion-
ally draining, with having experienced burnout, and with feeling that one’s
work was compromising one’s values.

13. In the Economic Values Survey there was a strong relationship between
higher scores on the moralism and expressivism scales and saying that “I think
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a lot about my values and priorities in life” described themselves very well.
When age, sex, and education were controlled, this emphasis on values and
priorities was more strongly associated with moralism than with expressivism.

14. These observations are drawn from a close analysis of the ways in which
people talked about their values in the qualitative interviews; the survey did
not provide sufficiently nuanced responses to sort out these differences quanti-
tatively.

15. Some evidence supporting the view that ascetic moralism encourages a
stronger or more controlling ego orientation comes from the survey data, in
which there were positive associations between moralism and sensing that one
was in control of one’s daily schedule, long-range objectives, short-term deci-
sions, and ability to allocate tasks to others; no such relationships existed be-
tween these items and the expressivism scale.

16. She adds that once she learned about “nonattachment,” she realized even
more clearly the need for “some kind of moral code to live by.” She says she
realizes that “the individual really needs to listen to the inner voice until that
inner voice guides them in what kind of person to be.”

17. Data from the Economic Values Survey also suggest some of the similar-
ities and differences among persons oriented toward ascetic or expressive
moralism. Among those who score high on each scale, the demographic profile
is remarkably similar in terms of gender, age, education, income, and occupa-
tion. In both cases, high scores are positively associated with being female but
unrelated with education; moralism is associated with being older; expressiv-
ism is unrelated to age. Neither is associated with workplace characteristics
such as size of firm or sector. Ascetic moralism appears to be rooted more in
religious participation, especially attendance at religious services. Expressiv-
ism is associated with religious interests, such as valuing one’s relationship
with God, and with some forms of religious involvement, such as having at-
tended religious retreats, but is unrelated to attendance at religious services.
Expressivism is associated with attending support groups and having been in
therapy; ascetic moralism is not.

18. Besides the fact that expressivism is empirically associated with moral-
ism, there are also normative reasons for stressing this fact. It is this association
that tempers the tendency for expressivism to encourage purely self-interested
behavior. Empirically, this is evident in comparisons made possible by the Eco-
nomic Values Survey. Among expressivists who assert the importance of doing
what is morally right, there is only a weak relationship with saying they would
also pursue their self-interest. But among expressivists who deny the impor-
tance of trying to do what is morally right, there is a strong tendency to pursue
their self-interest. Relationships examined were between items asking how
much of a consideration feeling good would be and how much of a consider-
ation doing what would benefit yourself would be if faced with an ethical di-
lemma at work. How important doing what is morally right would be was
introduced as a control. When morally right was a major consideration, the
relationship between the other two items was weak (gamma = .25) and prob-
ably attributable mainly to response set bias due to proximity of the items;
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when morally right was only a minor consideration the relationship was
stronger (gamma = .45), and when morally right was not a consideration it was
even stronger (gamma = .63).

19. Fifteen percent of the respondents agreed strongly that “getting in touch
with your inner feelings is more important than doing well in your job” (we use
this statement here, rather than the scale, because it pits the issue of job-related
behavior vs. personal feelings directly). Comparing answers to other questions
given by this 15 percent with all respondents yields the following percentages,
respectively: bent rules (within last month), 32, 29; bent truth, 26, 26; would tell
someone if they were doing something wrong, 56, 53; say ethics means feeling
good, 9, 6; say ethics means always being honest, 35, 31; say ethics means decid-
ing between right and wrong, 30, 32; say ethics is circumstantial, 50, 49; agree
it is okay to bend the rules, 50, 49; agree they follow their feelings, 78, 73; agree
they are responsible for others” behavior, 58, 53; say one should follow the rules
in figuring income tax, 84, 85.

20. Percentages among those who strongly agreed that feelings should be
placed above jobs, and among all respondents, respectively, who said they
would be very likely to do each were: talk with boss, 62, 54; talk with co-work-
ers, 48, 39; read, 32, 19; seek clergy advice, 22, 10.

21. Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), chap. 15, provides an overview of this
history.

22. See especially Anthony Shaftesbury, Characteristics of Men, Manners,
Opinions, and Times (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1964 [1711]); Francis Hutcheson,
An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (Hildesheim: Georg
Olms, 1971 [1725]), Francis Hutcheson, An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the
Passions and Affections, with Illustrations upon the Moral Sense (Gainesville: Schol-
ars Facsimile Reprints, 1969 [1742]); Francis Hutcheson, A System of Moral Phi-
losophy (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1969 [1755]); and, for overviews and brief
selections, British Moralists, 1650-1800, ed. D. D. Raphael (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1969).

23. This contrast was drawn sharply by Karen Kelsey, the clinical social
worker, in describing the difference she perceives between the ethos of busi-
ness and government, and the expressive values she tries to realize in her own
life: “I'm nonutilitarian and nondeadline oriented, and I'm not goal-oriented
for the sake of some external pressure.”

24. Discriminant analysis of the differences between respondents in the Eco-
nomic Values Survey who said materialism was a serious social problem and
those who said it was not a serious problem indicate that “selfishness” and
“individualism” are the two specific concerns that explain the most variation.

25. Robert Heavner, “Great Aspirations,” Discipleship Journal (July/August,
1988), 9.

26. On multiple motives and their depiction in narratives, see my Acts of
Compassion, chap. 3.

27. She adds that what’s important to her is not simply helping another per-
son: “But are they tapping into themselves and being part of the world that has
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a lot of suffering? And having their whole self being dedicated to their own
growth and health in the world and eliminating that suffering? To me, I really
don’t think there’s such a thing as volunteer work. I don’t think that if you're
really in touch with yourself at the point where you are doing those things,
you're volunteering. I think you're just doing what you have to do in order to
be you.”

28. For example, Karen Kelsey describes herself as “structure phobic,” say-
ing she recognized that people who run agencies want to make the world bet-
ter, but she herself doesn’t like the compromises required of such agencies, and
she prefers to change society by working with one individual at a time.

29. Robert Nozick, The Examined Life: Philosophical Meditations (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1989), 92. Nozick comes close to offering an emotivist argu-
ment when he suggests, “Emotions provide a kind of picture of value, I think.
They are our internal psychophysiological response to the external value, a
response that is specially close by being not only due to that value but an ana-
log representation of it” (93).

30. Quoted in Frank Barker and Maureen Rank, “The Martha Syndrome,”
Discipleship Journal (March 1, 1988), 13. Another writer, attempting to locate
work in a strong moral context based on biblical tradition, asserts that feelings
are the best guide for distinguishing between both overwork and laziness. The
former, she says, is marked by a lack of joy, laughing, and peace; the latter, by
“deep uneasiness.” Ruthann Ridley, “Juggling Work and Rest,” Discipleship
Journal (September 1, 1984), 45.

CHAPTER 13

1. Although Pam Jones draws on ascetic language more often than expres-
sive language, the latter surfaces prominently as she talks about variety at
work. Rather than variation in the tasks themselves, she focuses on the diver-
sity of people she works with—playboys, overachievers, introverts, homemak-
ers, and so on. Emphasizing this variety helps her feel that the workplace is
more similar to life itself.

2. The relationships reported in the text concerning work and money are
drawn from the Economic Values Survey data and utilize the moralism and
expressivism scales that are discussed in the notes to the previous chapter. All
relationships were statistically significant at or beyond the .05 level of probabil-
ity. Significant relationships were also examined using discriminant analysis in
which age, sex, and level of education were controlled.

3. These issues were discussed in chapter 10.

4. Campbell, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism, 220.

5. T have outlined some of the ways in which the elements of moral codes
may be deconstructed and recombined in Meaning and Moral Order, chap. 3.

6. Consequentialist moral logic is discussed with empirical examples in Ste-
ven M. Tipton, Getting Saved from the Sixties: Moral Meaning in Conversion and
Cultural Change (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).
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7. In the Economic Values Survey, 58 percent of the labor force agreed that
“being ethical will pay off economically,” while 35 percent disagreed.

8. A Minneapolis salesman provided one example of how good feelings can
substitute for an economic consequentialist argument. Noting that he was
taught that those who do good shall also receive, he quickly added: “not neces-
sarily in the same manner, but something different, like feeling blessed.” A
Philadelphian made a similar point, arguing that “the more good that goes out
from you, the more good comes back to you,” but “in other ways,” like some-
thing that might “pick you up” emotionally.

9. Expressivists themselves sometimes raise these questions. The clinical so-
cial worker, Karen Kelsey, for example, muses about whether she has retreated
from the real world into a kind of therapeutic counterculture. She doesn’t feel
she has withdrawn from social responsibilities, but she does realize she cannot
fully express herself within mainstream institutions. “I don’t like the main-
stream. I still don’t agree with the compromises, I'm still offended by the val-
ues. So I find that a very difficult issue to resolve. Did I flee to a counter culture?
I don’t know. Could I be happy another way? No.”

10. The assertion in the text that beliefs are more likely to be put into practice
if supported by a social group of some kind is illustrated by a finding in previ-
ous research that religious commitment is positively associated with volunteer-
ing to help the needy among those who are actively involved in religious or-
ganizations, but not among those who are unaffiliated (Acts of Compassion,
chap. 5). In the Economic Values Study, relationships between the moralism
and expressivism scales and attitudes toward work and money were no differ-
ent for people who were or who were not involved in religious organizations,
fellowship groups, or support groups. There were, however, positive relation-
ships between moralist orientations and being involved in one or another of
these institutional settings. For example, 57 percent of those who scored high
on the moralism scale attended church or synagogue every week, compared
with only 12 percent of those who scored low on the scale. Among those who
scored high on the expressivism scale, 19 percent said they relieve stress by
attending a support group, compared with only 6 percent of those who scored
low.

11. In a separate study of small groups and spirituality conducted between
1989 and 1993, I found quantitative evidence that small group members typi-
cally discuss issues of work and money as well as other personal problems, and
many anecdotes of such discussions appeared in the ethnographic component
of the research.

12. Quoted in Ricardo Quifiones, Mapping Literary Modernism (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985), 144.

13. Wuthnow, Acts of Compassion, chap. 5.

14. Karen Kelsey, the clinical social worker, provided an example of being
inspired to make a more enduring life change as a result of seeing small acts of
heroism. Working with AIDS patients as a volunteer, she saw a marked con-
trast between the values she aspired to and those she saw enacted among her
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co-workers in government. She soon came to detest the “pragmatism” that
ruled her work and began defining her co-workers’ interests in terms of illness
and pathology rather than high values. “I really couldn’t stand that they were
pretending to be concerned about national interest when they were forwarding
their own personal pathological agendas in the political market place. And
within the office I worked there were some very sick people who were part of
the reason, for example, that we weren’t doing something about AIDS because
they wanted the senator to pay attention to them, so they cut off time from his
schedule to work on legislative issues. And it was really a battle of illnesses and
personalities and egos and not of national priorities and compassion and all of
that.”
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