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book (with collaborator Vicki Robin) Your Money or Your Life, promises freedom
from the grind of the working world, not through getting rich but by downsizing c=
sire. Dominguez and Robin believe Americans have been trained to equate more sttt
with more happiness. But that is true only up to a point, a point they feel most of =
have passed. Doing it their way, you don’t need to save a million dollars to retire, ba
just one, two, or three hundred thousand.

The program involves meticulously tracking all spending. And not just tracking =
but scrutinizing it, by comparing the value of whatever you want to buy with the time
it takes to earn the money for it. That calculation involves determining your real hour's
wage, by taking into account all the hours you work and subtracting all job-related ex-
penses, including the cost of your job wardrobe and takeout food because you’re tos
tired to cook. Equipped with your real wage rate, you can figure out whether a new
couch is worth three weeks of work, whether four nights in the Bahamas justify =
month of earning, or whether you want to stick with the morning latte (even thoss
half-hours add up). People who follow the program find that when they ask these ques-
tions, they spend less. Much less.

Jeff was getting close to financial independence, which entailed earning enough
spend between $800 and $1,200 per month, including health insurance. He says he
does not feel materially deprived, and he is careful to point out that voluntary sim-
plicity is not poverty. While he decided against the lattes, he does own a car and a com-
puter, goes out to eat between one and three times a month, rents videos, has friends
over for dinner, and buys his clothes both new and used. His furniture is an eclectic
mix—nothing fancy, but nothing shabby either. He is convinced that “a higher stan-
dard of living will not make me happier. And I'm very clear internally. It’s not a belief
I picked up from somewhere.” It’s “something that I've gained an awareness about.”

(Questions for Discussion and Writing

1. According to Schor, what influence have the media had in altering the public’s
view of what constitutes the good life?

2. When you look at the tables of comparative statistics Schor provides about lux-
uries now viewed as necessities, what conclusions do you reach?

3. Would you ever consider following the example of Jeff Lutz and downsizing your
expectations and lifestyle? Why or why not?

Philip Slater
Philip Slater (b. 1927) has been a professor of sociology at Harvard and is author of The
Pursuit of Loneliness (1970) and Wealth-Addiction (1980). Slater argues that the pre-
miwm Americans put on success causes many people to resort to drugs to feel better
about themselves and to cope with feelings of inadequacy. Slater cites a broad range of
examples from everyday life to demonstrate that advertisers exploit societal pressures in
order to sell products. The following article first appeared in the St. Paul Pioneer Press
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Dispatch (September 6, 1984). His latest book is The Temporary Society (revised edition
with Warren G. Bennis, 1998).

WANT-CREATION FUELS AMERICANS™ ADDICTIVENESS

Imagine what life in America would be like today if the surgeon general convinced
Congress that cigarettes, as America’s most lethal drug, should be made illegal.

The cost of tobacco would increase 5,000 percent. Law enforcement budgets would
quadruple but still be hopelessly inadequate to the task. The tobacco industry would
become mob-controlled, and large quantities of Turkish tobacco would be smuggled
into the country through New York and Miami.

Politicians would get themselves elected by inveighing against tobacco abuse. Some
would argue shrewdly that the best enforcement strategy was to go after the growers
and advertisers—making it a capital offense to raise or sell tobacco. And a great many
Americans would try smoking for the first time.

Americans are individualists. We like to express our opinions much more than we
like to work together. Passing laws is one of the most popular pastimes, and enforcing
them one of the least. We make laws like we make New Year’s resolutions—the impulse
often exhausted by giving voice to it. Who but Americans would have their food grown
and harvested by people who were legally forbidden to be in the country?

We are a restless, inventive, dissatisfied people. We like novelty. We like to try new
things. We may not want to change in any basic sense, any more than other people, but
we like the illusion of movement.

We like anything that looks like a quick fix—a new law, a new road, a new pill.
We like immediate solutions. We want the pain to stop, the dull mood to pass, the
problem to go away. The quicker the action, the better we like it. We like confronta-

tion better than negotiation, antibiotics better than slow healing, majority rule better
than community consensus, demolition better than renovation.

When we want something we want it fast and we want it cheap. Obstacles and
complications annoy us. We don’t want to stop to think about side effects, the Big Pic-
ture, or how it’s going to make things worse in the long run. We aren’t too interested
in the long run, as long as something brings more money, a promotion or a new sta-
tus symbol in the short.

Our model for problem-solving is the 30-second TV commercial, in which change
is produced instantaneously and there is always a happy ending. The side effects, the
pollution, the wasting discases, the slow poisoning—all these unhappy complications
fall into the great void outside that 30-second frame.

Nothing fits this scenario better than drugs—legal and illegal. The same impa-
tience that sees an environmental impact report as an annoying bit of red tape makes
us highly susceptible to any substance that can make us feel better within minutes after
ingesting it—whose immediate effects are more or less predictable and whose negative
aspects are generally much slower to appear.

People take drugs everywhere, of course, and there is no sure way of knowing if
the United States has more drug abusers than other countries. The term “abuse” itself
is socially defined.




