JUDGMENT CALLS

AMBITION AND

I'TS ENEMIES

A secret of America’s success, it both prods us
o achievement and condemns us to failure

By ROBERT J. SAMUELSON

ARE ANATION OF AMBITIOUS PEOPLE, AND
vet ambition is a quality that is hard to praise and
easy to deplore. It's a great engine of American
creativity, but it also can be an unrelenting op-

pressor, which robs us of time and peace of mind.

Especially in highly prosperous periods—periods like the pres-
ent—it becomes fashionable to guestion whether ambition has
votten out of hand and is driving us to excesses of striving and
zraving that are self-destructive.

Ambition is not, of course, only a quest for riches. The impulse
pervades every walk of life. Here is Al Gore straining to be presi-
dent—campaigning earnestly without any apparent joy—to fulfill
an ambition that must date to his diaper days. And does anyone
really believe that the fierce rivalry among America’s immensely
rich computer moguls (from Microsofts Bill Gates to America On-
line’s Stéphcn Case) is about money? What it concerns is the larg-
er ambition, harbored by all, to control the nation’s cyberagenda.

One-upsmanshipisa national mania. You see it every time a wide
receiver prances into the end zoneand raises his index fingerina tri-
umphant “Were No. 17 salute, even if histeamismiredinalosing
season. More common is the search for status symbols—abigger
house, amore exotic vacation, a niftier bike, 2 faster computer—that
separate us from the crowd. Money may notbe the only way to satis-
fy this urge, but jt’s the most common because it can so easily trans-
late itselfinto some other badge of identity and standing.

For many people, the contest seems futile. The New York Times
recently ran a long story on four families with roughly $50,000 of
income who “wonder why they have to struggle so hard just to pay
the bills” The answer isn't that their incomes are stagnating. Be-
ween 1992 and 1997, the median income of married couples rose
from $48,008 to $51, 681 in inflation-adjusted dollars, reports the
Census Bureau. They are surely higher now. All the families pro-
filed by the Times owned homes. Their recent purchases included
“double-door refrigerators, radiant-heat stoves ... big-screen TVs
... computers and elaborate outdoor grills.”

The problem isn’t that they're running in place but that they’re
running in the pack with everyone else. Consumer products morph
from luxury to convenience to necessity. Cars, TVs and microwaves
al] followed the cycle; now it describes Internet connections and cell
phones. Ifyou don’t buy by the final stage, you're considered a crank
or a pauper. There’s nothing new here. In*“The Theory of the
Leisure Class” (1899), Thorstein Vebien argued that, once an item
becomes widely owned, possessing it becomes a requisite for “self-
raspect.” People trv o consume “just beyond | their] reach” so they
“can outdo” those with whom they compare themselves.

Frustrationis preordained. Despite the
booming economy,a NEWSWEEK Pollin
Junereported that 20 percent of adults
found it “more difficult” to “live the kind of
life” they want, while only 23 percent found
itless difficult. (For 47 percent, there was no
change.) The stress can lead totragedy. Per-
haps thisis the story of Mark Barton, the day
traderwho murdered 12 people. People rou-
tinely try to beat the system through get-
rich-quick schemes. This partly explains
theexplosion inlegalized gambling. In
1998, Americans lost about $50 billion
gambling. About 125 million people gam-
ble, and 7.5 million are “problem” or “patho-
logical” gamblers, reports the National
(Gambling Impact Study Commission.

‘We're constantly advised to subdue ambi-
tion. Search for deeper meaning in family,
fniendsand faith, we're told. Money cannot
buyhappiness. Thisseems sensible—uptoa
point. The General Social Survey at the Uni-
versity of Chicago asks peopleto rate their
happiness. The 1998 survey shows a some-
what stronger relation between money and
happiness than earlier polls. About 34 per-
cent of those with incomes between
$30,000 and $50,000 were “very happy”

' and 58 percent were “pretty happy.” Above
$110,000, the ratings were 51 percent “very happy”and 45 percent
“pretty happy.” (Marriage has a bigger impact than income; the
“very happy” rate of couplesis about double that of singles.)

Inarecent book (“Luxury Fever™), Cornell University economist
Robert Frank urges that we penalize overambition with a progres-
sive consumption tax. The more people spend, the higher their tax
rate. Spend $5,000 on awatch instead of $50, and your taxes goup;
buyacarfor $60,000 instead of $20,000, and pay more taxes. Peo-
ple wouldn't be worse off, Frank argues, because they'd be shielded
from the “arms race” pattern of competitive consumption. Indeed,
they'd have more free time, because it wouldn’t pay towork so hard.

Hmm. Let’s rethink. Though unlovable, ambitionis socially use-
ful. Itsustains economicvitality. It prods people to take risks and ex-
ertthemselves. The Internet is the offspring of workaholics spend-
ing eight-day weeks to invent a new world and make a fortune.
When the process works well, gains overwhelm losses—and not just
in economic output. Today’s hyperprosperity has improved the so-
cial climate. Almost all indicators of confidence have increased.

What people disdain as ambition they also venerate as opportu-
nity. As Tocqueville long ago noted, America was built on the no-
tion that—unlike Europe, with its hereditary aristocracy—people
could write their own life stories. The ideal endures. A 1996 survey
asked whether anyone starting poor could become rich; 78 percent
of Americans thought so. But it’s not just the economy or even pol-
itics. Social standing is fluid everywhere. Ambition and its creative
powers permeate the arts, the professions, academia, science. Be-
cause everyone can be someone, the competition to rise above the
crowd is unrelenting and often ruthless.

Few of us escape ambition’s wounds. There are damaged dreams,
abandoned projects and missed promotions. Mostofus face the
pressures of balancing competing demands between our inner
selves and outer lives. A society that peddles so many extravagant
promises sows much disappointment . Ambitionis bitteras often as
sweet; but without it, we'd be sunk.
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