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 To Paul, partner in parsimony


December 2003

Panic

The idea occurs to me, as so many desperate resolutions do, during the holiday season. I have maxed out the Visa, moved on to the Citibank debit card, and am tapping the ATM like an Iraqi guerrilla pulling crude from the pipeline. Convinced I am picking up no more than the occasional trinket—a tree ornament for Howard and Nanette, a bar of French soap for Norma—in just two weeks this atheist Grinch has managed to scatter $1,001 across New York City and the World Wide Web. I am not in the spirit, but somehow I have gotten with the program.

And what a program it is. Through three years of lusterless economic reports and rising unemployment, consumer confidence has barely flagged. The coffins are returning from Iraq: by Christmas, the U.S. body count is near 500. Still, this month America’s good guys caught Iraq’s bad guy, several employee-starved companies hired several workers, and a “hoo-wah!” rose from the malls of America. Interviewed on the Saturday before Christmas, Everyshopper Barbara D’Addario chuckled as she told CBS what she had spent: “Today, about $75, and I’ve been here twenty minutes.” What is the source of her generosity and glee? “[I have] great hopes that the economy is improving, and we caught Saddam Hussein,” said D’Addario. “We’re very happy.”

We are very happy, and when we are happy, as when we are sad or angry or bored or confused or feeling nothing in particular, we shop. Those receiving the richest rewards from the president’s tax policies are responding most enthusiastically. Luxury watches priced from $1,000 to $200,000 are flying from the shops as fast as time. In the more earthbound districts, although sales are less brisk, the hoi polloi are enlisting in their own campaigns of retail shock and awe. At a Wal-Mart in Orange City, Florida, a woman is trampled by a crowd surging toward a pile of $29 DVD players.

Since September 11, the consumer in chief has been exhorting us to keep our chins up by keeping our wallets open. In his second post-attack address to the nation, he rooted for “your continued participation and confidence in the American economy.” Executive Vice President Dick Cheney was more direct, expressing to NBC’s Tim Russert his hope that the American people would “stick their thumb in the eye of the terrorists” and “not let what’s happened here in any way throw off their normal level of economic activity.” In New York only a day after the towers fell, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani counseled his trembling constituents to “show you’re not afraid. Go to restaurants. Go shopping.” When the world’s people asked how they could help, he responded, “Come here and spend money.”

The flaming buildings and falling bodies had momentarily turned the meaning of fortunes, even lost fortunes, to dross. After the attacks, people were talking about community and charity. Buying stuff lost its appeal. But rather than congratulate America on her newfound thrift and selflessness, the president and his minions were not so subtly making us feel irresponsible for staying out of the stores.

It was impossible to remember a time when shopping was so explicitly linked to our fate as a nation. Consumer spending accounts for two-thirds of the U.S. gross domestic product, and if the gross domestic product is what makes America strong, we were told, the marketplace is what makes us free. Consumer choice is democracy. A dollar spent is a vote for the American way of life. Long a perk and a pleasure of life in the U.S. of A., after September 11 shopping became a patriotic duty. Buy that flat-screen TV, our leaders commanded, or the terrorists will have won.

 

All this floats to mind in mid-December as I stoop to fish a glove from one of the little arctic seas that form on New York street corners after a snowfall. In the act I dip my paper shopping bag into the slush, allowing its contents to slump toward the sodden corner and begin to drop through. Frigid liquid seeps into the seam of my left boot.

“Merry fucking Christmas,” I spit at a foot pressing one of my purchases to the bottom of the filthy soup. The foot is attached to a leg bulwarked by its own supersized shopping bag. A mass of bags buffets me about the head and shoulders as I struggle to stand. I flash on the Wal-Mart victim. This is freedom? I asked myself. This is democracy? As I heave my remaining shopping bag to dry land and scramble after it, I silently announce my conscientious objection: I’m not buying it.

I know I’m not alone in my ambivalence about consuming. Environmentalists have been warning for decades that unchecked consumption—from mining to manufacturing, shipping to retailing, overusing to disposing—is laying waste our planet. Globally, we gobble twenty times the resources we did in 1900. Since 1950, paper use has risen sixfold, mostly for packaging. Groundwater use is up threefold, mostly for industry, and fresh water is being poisoned worldwide by pesticide and fertilizer runoff, a product of high-intensity industrial farming, as well as golf courses and perfect suburban lawns. Our vehicles are thirstier for fuel than ever, and as development spreads over the earth there are ever more gas tanks to slake, more factories to stoke. The world’s scientists (with the exception of those advising George W. Bush) are unanimous about the result of all this fossil-fuel burning: the atmosphere is becoming a hothouse, heating higher, faster, in the past twenty-five years than during the entire time records have been kept. Global warming, along with its co-conspirator acid rain, is devastating habitats and species, drowning the land under the melting polar ice caps.

Human profligacy with nature’s bounty is not a new phenomenon. For centuries, hunters and fishers massacred herds of whales, bagged whole flocks of birds. Nor is inequality of consumption new. “One has to be a great lord in Sumatra to have a boiled or roast chicken, which moreover has to last for the whole day,” wrote a seventeenth-century French traveler. “Therefore, they say that 2,000 [Westerners] on their island would soon exhaust the supply of cattle and poultry.”

But the scale and the relative imbalance of our overconsumption are unprecedented. According to the World Resources Institute, “On average, someone living in a developed nation consumes twice as much grain, twice as much fish, three times as much meat, nine times as much paper, and eleven times as much gasoline as someone living in a developing nation.” Among the high-income countries, Americans consume the most. Just 4.5 percent of the world’s population, we use 24 percent of its resources and emit 23 percent of the greenhouse gases that are dissolving the ozone layer. The environmentalist organization Redefining Progress measures this inequality with a tool called “ecological footprinting,” which quantifies how much of the earth’s resources any entity, from an individual to a nation, uses. From the planet’s current population and total resources (measured in acres), sustainable and just consumption allots each earth-ling an ecological footprint of 4.7 acres of nature. The average American devours 24. Translate that to more familiar measures of consumption, and in 1998 an American used 1,023 kilograms of oil or its equivalent and ate 122 kilos of meat. In the same year, his Bangladeshi cousin burned a thimbleful of fuel—7.3 kilos—and ate a mouthful, 3.4 kilos, of meat. A kilo of meat takes seven times the resources needed to produce a kilo of grain.

Our consumer goods grow ever cheaper; each gizmo performs more functions for fewer dollars than the one before it. Optimism is written in the fresh and crispy product names—BlackBerry, Apple, iPod. Our good life, however, requires that elsewhere—generally east and south of here, but also just down the street—life not be so diverting or convenient. Worldwide, workers, some of them children, pay for our cheap consumer items with miserable wages and working conditions, their air and rivers choked with chemicals.

But even as the gadgets shrink and our houses and cities sprawl, we don’t have enough room for our possessions. The average North American household tosses four pounds, a national total of almost a billion pounds, of stuff daily. “You can’t have everything,” the comedian Steven Wright mused. “Where would you put it?” One answer: in a landfill. Another: in someone else’s backyard. On a beach north of Salvador, Brazil, the man who runs an organization called Global Garbage has identified rubbish from sixty-nine countries.

Children interviewed at the Smithsonian Institution about Bush’s short-lived proposal to explore Mars had other ideas for solid-waste disposal. One boy thought the colonization of the rest of the solar system would come in handy “after we trash the earth.” He may be prescient. If everybody in the world consumed and discarded at the rate Americans do, says the Earth Council, three planets would be required to sustain us.

 

I wedge my way through the subway turnstile and onto the Brooklyn-bound train, mashing aside several clumps of wet, overstuffed packages to make room for my own wet, overstuffed packages. Although it feels as if the entire U.S. population is inside this car, I know there are a few who have opted not to join us. Some have started their resistance on the Friday after Thanksgiving (America’s biggest shopping day), joining almost a million worldwide in celebrating Buy Nothing Day, a twenty-four-hour period of abstention from and meditation on the true meaning of the Retail Season. This twelve-year-old “national holiday” from consuming is the mischief of Kalle Lasn and the Adbusters Media Foundation in Vancouver. Along with sponsoring Buy Nothing Day and national respites from driving and TV-watching, this band of self-styled “media jammers” produces a stream of “uncommercials,” the best known of which are Joe Chemo, the skinny, sickly twin of the Camel cigarettes mascot, and the limp vodka bottle captioned “Absolut Impotence.”

So as I squeeze into a seat between two members of a wet, overstuffed, and ketchup-smelling family of Christmas shoppers, a vision appears before me. I see a puffy cartoon heaven suffused with warm pink light; Brian Eno’s “Music for Airports” plays in the background. I conjure emptiness—no slush, no family, no ketchup. No credit cards, no shopping bags. No shopping.

And then it comes to me: what if I were to meditate on the true meaning—and economic, environmental, social, and personal consequences—of the Retail Season not just for a day, but for a month? Too easy. I’ve got enough stuff to last me for three. Okay, three months. Nah, gratification of desire can be fore-stalled that long without much trouble—at six months, I might start feeling the pinch. What if I resisted for the actual length of the retail season: the whole year? What if I (along with my live-in partner, Paul) undertook an X-treme trial of nonconsumption, a Buy Nothing Year?

 

We take the vow. Starting January 1, 2004, Paul and I will purchase only necessities for sustenance, health, and business—groceries, insulin for our diabetic cat, toilet paper, Internet access. I am not primarily out to save money, though I’ll be delighted if that happens. I won’t preach the gospel of the Simple Life or dispense advice on how to live it. I have no illusion that forgoing this CD or that skirt is going to bring down consumer culture—and I don’t even know if I want to bring it down. And while Paul and I will do our best to conserve fuel, we live half the year, summer and winter, in Vermont, where driving is unavoidable; so I won’t personally be rescuing the ozone layer. Big problems need big, collective policy solutions. Halting the destruction of the earth has to be on the tables of legislators, economists, and agronomists, with the rest of us yelling to get it done.

Still, I am moved by a sense of personal responsibility, not to say personal panic, about this big, bad problem and the rapidity with which it is getting worse. Consumption is social—that is, it happens inside a structure larger than a single person or family. But it is also personal. And once we’ve satisfied our hunger and sheltered ourselves from the cold, shopping is emotional. There is no way to approach the problem of overconsumption without investigating the feelings that surround fantasizing, getting, and owning our stuff. My stuff.

On the principle that you don’t give a second thought to your water until your well runs dry, Paul and I will drain the well and see how thirsty we get. Will we want more than the clear liquid that comes from the tap, or will we want Evian? And why?

Materially, we will survive. That’s the least of my worries. But, I ask myself, can a person have a social, community, or family life, a business, a connection to the culture, an identity, even a self outside the realm of purchased things and experiences? Is it even possible to withdraw from the marketplace?

These questions are almost entirely unstudied. In spite of mountains of theory and data on what we buy and why we buy it, “little if any research has been done on people’s choices not to purchase or to seek less consumptive, less material-intensive means of satisfying a need,” writes Thomas Princen, co-director of the Workshop on Consumption and Environment at the University of Michigan. “The reason may be obvious. It is very hard to get an analytic or empirical handle on an act that entails not doing something.” Economists do not walk around the corner from McDonald’s at lunch hour to the park bench where a guy is eating a peanut butter sandwich out of a brown paper bag. Until now, says Princen, “market transactions” have been the alpha and omega of models of the economy and people’s places in it. But the peanut butter sandwich eater—or Paul and me figuring out what to do for fun, away from the cineplex—may hold answers to some of the big and little problems of consumption that have so far escaped us, including why it’s so hard to resist. That possibility, writes Princen, “ makes the nonpurchase decision a critical focus of inquiry.”

I read these words and feel buoyed by the italics. Our project falls under the rubric of “sustainable living,” which generalized as social policy holds the key to the earth’s survival. That makes me feel noble. Still, I’m already wondering whether the idea of sustainability, even dignified by italics and the salvation of the planet, will sustain me for a year.

 

The symptoms of my materialism start to show two weeks before D (for Deprivation) Day: panic attacks, anxiety, depression. That DVD player we’ve been thinking about? We decide to buy it quick. What about the magazine subscriptions? Better renew in advance so we don’t run out. My niece is graduating college in May. Would it be cheating to look for a gift now?

I worry, I grieve. My appetite for things gnaws relentlessly. I pass a Korean grocer with a bank of cut flowers outside. My heart is pulled toward the mini-sunflowers. They’re so brilliant, so perfectly formed, so convenient for apartment use! I want them! Upstairs at Zabar’s, buying Paul a new coffee grinder for Christmas (the one he’s got chews the beans only slightly more efficiently than I would), I am distracted—no, deranged— by the hundred-thousand housewares on display. My own kitchen and everything in it suddenly appear hopelessly shabby. Our cloth napkins are soiled. Shouldn’t I pick up a half dozen? Or that nasty old teakettle with rust spots inside. Here’s a Calphalon on sale for only $49.99! And isn’t this a cunning and useful gadget? It’s a…a…gilhooly!

During the week of December 22, Paul and I go to four “must-see” movies.

On December 29, I shell out $175 (after two entire afternoons of shopping) for a pair of “city” snow boots to wear when I’m not wearing the other (“country”) snow boots.

On December 30, when I need a tablespoon of Grand Marnier for a recipe, Paul comes home with the largest bottle of liqueur I’ve ever seen.

On December 31, we drive to Vermont. At 9P.M. we light candles on the kitchen table and send off the old year with our traditional dinner of spaghetti and caviar. We toast the Year Without Shopping with our second-to-last bottle of Veuve Clicquot.

At 10P.M. I unearth a Red Envelope catalogue with a turned-down page featuring a small concrete baby elephant. When I found it more than a year ago, we’d been looking for an ornament to place on a jutting rock in our perennial garden. The elephant was just right, and Paul volunteered to make the purchase but never got around to it. “Oh well,” I sigh. “I guess we can say goodbye to our elephant.”

“There are still two hours left!” declares Paul, surprising me with his enthusiasm. He leaps online and punches his way to the Red Envelope Web site. “They still have it!” he shouts, reaching for his credit card. A familiar frisson courses through me—the thrill of the perfect gift, the unbelievable bargain, the hat or shirt that is absolutely me.

Paul hits the Send button and a confirmation of our order appears on the screen. The elephant will arrive the day after tomorrow. And after that…363 days will pass without the UPS man brightening our door. Even if we shopped without surcease for the next hour and thirty-seven minutes, there is only so much buying we could accomplish.

The frisson turns to a chill.


January

Surplus

VERMONT, NEW YEAR’S DAY

I wake to fresh coffee and a forecast of snow. The wood furnace is hot, the windows frosted. As the sun melts the ice from the glass and the orchard and pond come into view, last night’s chill starts to dissipate.

If anyone can make it through a non-buying year, I figure, Paul and I can. We’re both self-employed and work at home, conducting most of our business by phone and e-mail. We have no office rents, no payroll to meet; our work outfits—pajamas and pajama equivalents—require no dry cleaning. Although we lurch from deadline to deadline, hour by hour we make our own schedules. We’re free to rise before dawn and put in our eight hours before knocking off to ski in the afternoon; we can take two hours to mow the lawn with a low-fuel push mower or simmer a big, cheap soup all day.

Because Paul and I were adults with established lives in two different states when we met, we still spend spring and fall in my Brooklyn apartment and summer and winter in Paul’s house in the rural Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. Besides building the variety of “travel” into our routine, the arrangement allows me to rent the apartment and save a half-year’s housing costs. Paul is a political and energy-efficiency consultant, I am a full-time writer and editor. We are educated, cosmopolitan, self-directing, and childless.

These lives of enviable flexibility are also highly insecure. In the 1990s, when managers created the “mobile workforce,” they rechristened the newly proliferating ranks of temporary workers “free agents.” We made our own choices years earlier, but like more and more American workers, Paul and I never asked to be “free” to starve and freeze. He consults for the deep-pocketed likes of Texas’s low-income advocates and the Vermont legislature. I earn less than the high school graduate in my Brooklyn building who has a union job fixing garbage trucks for the city. We pay our own stripped-down, high-deductible health insurance premiums (with out-of-pocket dental bills, this comes to about $6,000 a year for me). We have no job security, no workers’ compensation or paid vacations, and minuscule savings.

By necessity, we’ve learned to keep the overhead low, the financial view long, and the gratification delayed. Still, we come to the project of buying nothing with a certain urgency. We are both past fifty. When we’re eighty, presuming ordinary human frailty, we will have to work, and spend, less than we do now.

Temperamentally, we are suited to the task. Paul is a non-shopper. A Vermont boy from a penurious family, he’d rather spend a day a month retwisting and soldering the coils of an ancient toaster than purchase a new one with a micro-graduated darkness scale and bagel-size slots. My own shopping enthusiasms are livelier, and my aptitude for brand discernment better honed than Paul’s, but in the scheme of things American I am a desultory and uncommitted consumer at best. When the market researcher calls, I’m an outlier in the sample: “Yes, ma’am, I own a television, yes one television, about twenty-five years old. No, no electric hedge trimmer, no riding mower, no dishwasher, no cappuccino maker. Yes, you heard right: no microwave oven (and no, I am not talking to you through an orange juice can at the end of a string).” I mostly buy what I need, I tell her politely. Other than that, I don’t want much.

 

And yet somehow Paul and I have managed to amass what can only be described as a lot of shit. This fact will shape our strategy for the year. Besides those few pre-project panic purchases, we have decided not to stock up. We will use whatever we have, and if something runs out, decide if we need more of it.

A logical place to start is an inventory. So with pen and yellow pad in hand, I wander through the house in my slippers.

Start with the clothes closets. These are thick with jackets, their floors a stampede of work boots, snow boots, dress boots, barn boots, and ski boots, as well as winter shoes and summer shoes for business and for play, in dry weather and wet weather, for running, walking, hiking, cross-training, mountain biking, and road biking. In Vermont alone, I have twelve pairs. There are probably twice that many in Brooklyn. Our drawers barely close for all the shirts and underwear mashed into them.

The living room shelves bristle with unread books and barely listened-to CDs (many more in New York), the kitchen cabinets with dishes unused for decades. The bathroom is a cornucopia of vegetable products crushed and gelled into potions to heal and soothe, smooth and sedate, plus a closet full of remedies for ills that usually go away on their own.

Together Paul and I own a federal bureaucracy’s worth of office supplies. These, it is agreed, fall into the Must-Have category. But what about the subcategories? Printer cartridges? Absolutely. Yellow legal pads? Probably. Neon-colored Post-its? And what of the dozen computers lying in state under various desks, their dead mice interred in nests of connector cables? Can’t really throw these out—they have valuable data on them. Never mind that the data are inscribed in forgotten computer languages on obsolete disks.

I put a pot of Arrowhead Mills organic seven-grain cereal on the stove, and while it cooks I open the kitchen pantry and count: eight kinds of rice (short-grain white, long-grain white, short-grain brown, long-grain brown, Thai sweet black, Chinese sweet black, basmati, arborio); six flours, three grades of corn meal, two dozen varieties of beans, peas, and whole grains, and an entire section of organic faro. We also have six oils, six sweeteners, and nine vinegars (balsamic, white, red wine, white wine, rice wine, apple cider, raspberry, champagne, plum). There are condiments to cheer any hungry, homesick member of the U.N. General Assembly who happens by, ranging from dried Chinese black mushrooms to a can of Mexican huitlacoche fungus. I am not sure the last is a food.

The top shelf is our liquor cabinet, stocked for a prince’s bar mitzvah.

And on the floor stands a case of prescription cat food for our diabetic cat, Julius, plus a container of low-ash, high-protein, nutrient-rich kibbles specially formulated for a feline of his age, weight, and exercise level. Add in insulin and syringes, blood glucose test strips and lancets, regular veterinary visits and skilled cat-sitting services, Kitty Kaviar, catnip, and an endless supply of jingle balls, and maintaining our companion animal in the style to which he is accustomed costs a minimum of $1,000 a year. Ana, a friend who grew up in Cuba, describes feeling “overwhelmed and a little sick” the first time she walked into an American supermarket at the age of fifteen. “What amazed me most,” she says, “was that animals had their own food.”

JANUARY 6

Our friends are intrigued. Some regard us with the transfixed queasiness of viewers witnessing contestants eating slugs on Fear Factor. Others wish us luck, even thank us, communicating an attitude there’s probably a German word for, meaning “admiration for an enterprise you are glad someone else is doing, so you don’t have to.”

Soon, their doubts surface. Rorschach-like, these reveal their own consumer ids—their fantasies and frustrations—as well as their superegos—their ethics and guilt. The clue to the last is the word that keeps recurring: allowed.

“Great idea,” says my agent, Joy, on the phone. She calls back an hour later. “So, okay. Let’s talk about this. Are you allowed to get haircuts?”

“What about hair gel?” inquires my haircutter. To her it goes without saying that haircuts are in the Necessity category (I agree). But she is stymied by the question of whether the hairs at the crown of the head must, necessarily, stick up just so.

The pledge to buy “only” groceries resolves little. Alison, a cartoonist, wants to know if we’re allowed to buy mesclun salad or only “unprocessed” lettuce heads (we nix the mesclun). I serve kale with garlic and olives to Charlie and Kathy. “So, Judith. Olives,” Charlie says, fixing me with narrow prosecutorial eyes. “Would you call olives a necessity?” To those who inquire, Paul and I can offer no reason—no excuse—for their designation, or that of seven-dollar-a-pound organic French roast coffee beans, as essential. We cannot agree on wine. “I’m Italian,” Paul argues. “Wine is like milk to me.” I raise an eyebrow.

Janice, a sociologist, mulls over the scariest proscription of all: movies. Contemplating a whole year without this nourishing pleasure, she mourns with me for a few minutes. Then she brightens, having discovered a possible loophole: “But you can see documentaries, can’t you?”

Vanalyne, a video artist, e-mails me from Chicago: “Maud wants to know if you’re allowed to buy paper towels or whether you have to use a sponge.” She and her co–faculty member at the School of the Art Institute have become obsessed with our project. Her question is a slight variation on the discussion Paul and I have been having about Kleenex versus toilet paper. Paul (who is turning out to be more of a materialist than I’d expected) says nose-blowing requires a ready box on the desk or beside the bed. Walk into the bathroom, say I. When I consult with Alison, she suggests cloth handkerchiefs. Hmm, can snot aversion be considered sufficient reason to use paper? I’d tend to rule in the affirmative. But, for the sake of argument, suppose we do buy facial tissues. Must they be the high-quality, anti-scratch variety, or can we make do during ordinary non-cold periods with the stiff, cheap stuff? And while we’re discussing paper goods, do we have to purchase the premium Scott toilet paper? Or could we settle for the store brand, which, while cheap, is scratchy. Why not use newspaper? quips Paul. Or leaves? America’s embarrassment of consumer products and experiences is producing an embarrassing surfeit of trivial decisions.

JANUARY 7

Paul is in front of the shed, lying on his back in the snow, readying his multiply pre-owned 1983 Chevy S10 pickup for inspection. A few days ago, the guy at Gates Salvage Yard cut the parts he needed off a dead vehicle; Paul paid $60 and got to work. We’re recycling and repairing, harvesting local resources. Life is good.

“Let’s get rid of my car,” I suggest casually as I watch him untwist a coil and weld a joint. We’ve vowed to cut down on gasoline, and all those hiking boots, running shoes, and walking shoes are at the ready along with a fleet of human-powered conveyances including five bicycles, seven pairs of skis, two pairs of snowshoes, a canoe, and a Windsurfer.

“Wish we could,” Paul answers without conviction. We’ve outlined the conundrum too many times. We have three motorized vehicles. Besides the Chevy pickup, which takes us into the woods and hauls lumber, trash, and manure for the gardens, Paul owns a 1999 Subaru Legacy sedan and I, a 1995 Honda Civic. The truck isn’t reliable enough for long-distance driving. The Subaru, which is reliable, is not fuel efficient, since it has all-wheel drive. The Honda is efficient and reliable and it’s a hatchback, which makes it a great car for trips between Vermont and New York, loaded with stuff, including Julius in his box.

But the Honda doesn’t have all-wheel drive, so it’s a hazard on Vermont’s snowy or muddy roads and can’t make it up our driveway in snow, slush, or mud. We use the Subaru during moist seasons. If I have to drive the Honda in these conditions and it gets stuck in the driveway, Paul hitches it to the truck and drags it to the house. The trinity of vehicles seems indivisible.

The situation is more than expensive, it’s embarrassing. Two avowed environmentalists who spend six months a year in the most ecologically efficient city in the country, we are doing our part in making America a country where four-wheeled residents outnumber the two-legged ones with drivers’ licenses.

JANUARY 15

The rules are shaping up, and we are starting to adjust. No processed or prepared foods except the most basic, bread. No cookies or crackers, then. For hors d’oeuvres, we toast bread and cut it into small pieces. No restaurants, we tell our friends. Come to dinner, they reply. No movies or video rentals. We pull the unread books from the shelf and each week I take my green paper borrower’s card up the road to Greensboro, whose patrician summer residents have kept the white clapboard Free Library well stocked. I’m reading a book every three or four days.

What I want is what I’ve got—more than once in the last two weeks I’ve found myself singing Sarah McLachlan’s lyric to myself.

Still, dilemmas are presenting themselves. We are invited to a blues jam at the Town House, a nonprofit arts center in Hardwick, $5 suggested donation. Should we go? Should we purchase no entertainment or just no commercially produced entertainment? The five bucks covers the heat and upkeep of the space, so that neighbors can play music or see an old movie together. How is this cash donation any different from a casserole brought to a potluck supper? Maybe by going to the blues jam, we’d actually be supporting the anticonsumer culture, I suggest to Paul. Then why not go to the Film Forum or La Mama Theater in New York, he counters—they’re nonprofits, too. It occurs to me that by partaking only of homemade spectacles, we might be accomplishing nothing more than condemning ourselves to a year of third-rate entertainment. Since I’m not a blues fan, we opt not to go. But the question remains.

JANUARY 16

My lack of a hedge trimmer or a microwave oven may qualify me as an enemy combatant in George W. Bush’s book, but as I start to read about income, spending, and debt, I learn that I am Jane Q. Consumer, the typical American. I earn about the median income for a New Yorker (a bit under $45,000 before taxes and business expenses); my perennially unpaid credit card balance (about $7,500) is average, too. Even my attitudes about spending are normal. Research shows that just about everyone thinks she needs the things she buys and considers almost everything she wants a necessity. A life of “reasonable comfort” appears, always, just a little out of reach. Surveyed in any given year, people peg the resources necessary for such an existence at one to two thousand dollars above the median income for that year. Half of Americans—not just poor ones—say they can’t afford all their “needs.”

We’re not greedy, we say. It’s everyone else who is acquiring useless stuff. In one study conducted by Juliet Schor, the economic sociologist and author of The Overworked American and The Overspent American, 78 percent of respondents stated that most Americans are “very materialistic.” Only 8 percent considered themselves very materialistic. Typical of this attitude is a couple of Texans profiled in Trading Up: The New American Luxury, by the Boston Consulting Group’s Michael Silverstein and Neil Fiske. The husband, a real estate developer named Charles, owns a BMW 325 and a Jaguar X-Type. His wife, Judith, bought a Thermador six-burner range and other “premium appliances” when they renovated their kitchen. Nevertheless, Charles and Judith say “they don’t like to overspend and don’t believe in status buying.” For instance, “Charles scoffs at the idea of buying a fancy watch.”

I don’t consider myself materialistic, either. Like Charles and Judith, I don’t like to overspend and don’t believe in status buying. I’m a vegetarian; I eat at the “low end of the food chain,” as the enviros say. I sneer at the New York Times travel section piece about retreats where people sleep on cots, rise at five, eat some gruel, an apple, and three almonds, and pay $4,000 a week for the privilege. I buy generic tampons and three-dollar shampoo.

And yet…I think nothing of forking over ten bucks to view any obscure French avant-garde feminist film that passes through New York or $15 for an hour and a quarter of yoga instruction, half of which time I do little more than breathe. I buy the no-name tampons, yet I unswervingly maintain that the 200 milligrams of pure ibuprofen in an Advil capsule cures my headache faster than a 200-milligram capsule of pure ibuprofen in the bottle labeled Ibuprofen, which costs half as much.

In the pantry, Paul and I have three kinds of salt.

JANUARY 20

What I want is what I’ve got.Unfortunately, what Paul’s got, I don’t want.

Reader, it is time for a confession. Paul and I have two homes, my small but ample apartment in Brooklyn and his house, cellar, shed, and forty acres in northeastern Vermont. In addition, I’ve got a cabin in a birch grove a hundred yards from the house, the Platonic writer’s space, built from salvage materials six years ago. Together, we have literally acres of space.

And yet we did not have enough of it. What Paul’s got was spreading across our bedroom, down the stairs to the kitchen, a glacier of stuff carving out its own indoor geology: buttes of newspaper, sedimentary layers of credit card receipts, archipelagos of boxes, fliers, spreadsheets, and every While You Were Out memo that has entered his life in the last two decades (“See you Thursday”). The landscape was so mature that it had spawned an ecosystem. Spider webs knit together leaves of disintegrating paper, flies swarmed on window sills inaccessible to swatters. The spiders ate the flies, the paper turned to dust; the fly carcasses collected on the sills and fossilized.

We fought. Paul called his stuff need, I called his inability to part with it desire—neurotic desire. We had been fighting about it since we started living together, fourteen years ago.

At first it seemed a room with a door would solve the problem. All I wanted to do was open the door, toss the stuff into the room, and close the door. If the door became impossible to close, Paul could rent a backhoe and shovel the stuff out. It would no longer be my problem—our relationship’s problem.

But as we measured and sketched, sketched and measured, there was no place for a room in our house’s long narrow layout. The impossibility of a small change morphed into the possibility of a big one. Possibility transformed into desirability and, as these things go, to necessity, which became inevitability. I “needed” a winter office (my cabin is cold in the winter months, so I work in the hall). Our guests “needed” a private place to sleep (not the living room couch) and a bathroom of their own. Our boots were piled behind the kitchen door, our skis were waxed while balanced between a sawhorse and a plastic garbage can on the subfreezing back porch; we needed a mudroom. And since Freud himself could not make of Paul’s neurotic hoarding a case of ordinary untidiness, besides an office for him we needed, desperately needed, more closets.

Six months before we started downsizing, we began to scale up. Our cute 1,300-square-foot house with curling clapboards, a bedroom and a bathroom, a torn-screen porch, and a gravel-floored cellar prone to flooding will become 1,800 newly sided feet of floor space incorporating a large living room and library, master bedroom, guest room, two offices, two baths, insulated porch/mudroom, wine cellar, and many, many built-in cabinets, shelves, and closets.

The renovation will add $25,000 to the mortgage and $1,000 to the property tax bill. An additional $5,000 or so will come out of pocket for the furniture, lighting, art, and accessories the new rooms will require to be filled. After that, they will need perpetually to be heated, dusted, vacuumed, painted, and repaired.

All we wanted was productivity in work and tranquility in love, an end to the fight. Perhaps we should have sought counseling. Perhaps, if we’d known about him, we could have engaged Ron Alford of Disaster Masters Inc., provider of crisis intervention services for people suffering from what he calls “disposaphobia.” If we had had a name for the disorder, maybe we could have found a less radical therapy.

Instead, we came up with a home remedy, which, alas, was a homeopathic one. For the problem of having too much, we self-medicated with the American cure-all: more.

JANUARY 30

“This is cozy,” I say, as we snuggle under two down quilts on a 30-below-zero night. “It’s like a studio apartment.” Paul opens his eyes. “I mean, we only have guests about four weekends a year,” I continue. “And I use the winter office for two months.”

In preparation for rebuilding the walls and sanding the floors upstairs, we have packed Paul’s things into dozens of boxes and mashed them into a corner. Two truckloads of detritus went to the recycler and the dump and a derelict sofa to some newlywed friends with three large dogs. While our house is under construction, we are living in the former living room on what’s left of our furniture, with our clothes in Hefty bags beneath the bed. A bookshelf separates the living space from my workspace, and Paul has set up shop in the hallway.

Paul cocks his head thoughtfully, gazes across the expanse of floor. What we are calling the “new living room” is still a warehouse of lumber and Sheetrock, though elegantly lit by $2,600 worth of tall, argon-filled, low-emissivity insulated-glass Andersen casement windows. “So remind me,” he says, as much to himself as to me. “ Whyare we building all this?”

Only a month of Not Buying It has made our old space feel almost sufficient.

 

Visiting a young country full of ancient emptiness, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that its inhabitants had humble tastes. They rejected the “sumptuous depravity and splendid corruption” of the aristocrats on the other side of the Atlantic. Still, they had a penchant for “physical gratifications,” among which he named a bigger house with a few more rooms.

Could Tocqueville have predicted the average new American home would grow 150 to 200 square feet every few years, from 1,660 square feet in 1973 to 2,400 square feet in 2004, with many measuring four or more times that size? Could he have foreseen the empty spaces filling with Georgian split levels and neoclassical haciendas? Did I, a woman of birdlike domestic-consumer appetites, imagine I would be feeding the collective obesity of the American home with a two-person living and storage space weighing in at over 4,000 square feet—all so one of those persons could have a room of his own?

“I want space,” people say when intimacy strains. Did my beloved and I believe that given enough two-by-fours we could build a wall between ourselves and the stresses and disappointments of the partnered life? From design sketches to window trim, the renovation is likely to take five years of our labor. We have been fighting about it since before the foundation was dug.

I pull the quilt up around my neck as the cold air blows through the still half-insulated new living room. “You could have rented a self-storage unit,” I suggest. “There’s one on Route 14, you know, right next to the Knights of Columbus.”

“Self-storage,” Paul snorts. “Store this.”

As we move into a year of defining our needs and monitoring our desires, the house-in-progress gives cautionary new meaning to the term self-storage. “[F]or our houses are such unwieldy property that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them,” wrote Thoreau. “And the bad neighborhood to be avoided is our own scurvy selves.”


February

Consumer Psychology

FEBRUARY 3

Shit, I’ve lost my SmartWool socks. They’re not in my drawers or Paul’s drawers. Not in the laundry basket or under the bed. My socks are lost. So am I.

I discovered SmartWool while buying new boots at the Ski Rack in Burlington two years ago. Over my silk sock liners, I’d pulled on the thick, pilling purple polyester $3 tubes that had served me for a decade. The salesman, whose tanned face and snowpack abs told me he was a Super-G racer when not selling shoes, looked away. He seemed embarrassed, as if catching his mother wriggling into a girdle.

Then I asked to see the Rossignol X-ium Classic cross-country racing boots, which run about $250. He became confused. How could this purple-polyester customer be interested in these high-end silver boots? (Answer: by not fitting into any other boots). He became attentive, almost respectful; he explained the X-iums’ technology, the plastic liners that are heated up and cooled to the contours of the wearer’s feet. “You want them as tight as possible,” he said. “You’ll want a thinner sock. A real athletic sock.” On the word athletic, I thought I heard a note of skepticism as he looked me over again.

I mustered my self-respect. Naturally I will want a thinner sock, I thought. I will need a thinner sock. We athletes, the kind who buy $250 boots, do not wear purple polyester tube socks.

And that was when I met SmartWool. The salesman took a pair off the rack. They were a cool gray, not exactly thin, but lean; they were hardworking but efficient, sleek but muscular—yes, these were some truly athletic socks. I skimmed the user’s manual hanging on a plastic tab from the sock’s edge. It told me how SmartWool wicks moisture away from the skin, keeping it dry and warm in winter, dry and cool in summer. SmartWool, said the testimonials at the end of the care instructions, delivers consistent “high performance.”

They cost $15, about $12 more than I’d ever paid for socks. I did not hesitate. Along with the boots, I bought two pairs of SmartWools, brought them home, put them on, and went skiing. I couldn’t wait.

Within days I developed an unwholesome relationship with the new socks. The old ones were rolled in a ball at the back of the drawer, not to be withdrawn until spring, when I needed something to protect my feet while staining the upstairs floors. Pimply as a teenager’s face, purple as the Sixties, the old socks became more than expendable. They were despicable.

Which brings me to the current crisis.

I am barreling through the house, throwing small pieces of furniture out of my way and myself onto larger pieces of furniture, crying out in exasperation. “I can’t find my SmartWool socks! Where are my SmartWool socks?!”

Paul tries to help. “Are they in your boots?”

I ignore him.

He presses on. “Maybe they’re in the laundry. Did you look in my drawer?”

I turn on him. “Did you do something with my SmartWool socks? Are you wearing my socks?”

He ignores, then reassures me. “Don’t worry. You’ll find them later.”

When this doesn’t work, he hectors. “Come on. Just put on some socks and let’s get out of here. Look at that perfect snow!”

I am immovable.

He threatens. “Okay, I’m going without you.” But he doesn’t.

I am as bummed as he is. I mean, how can I look at the perfect snow? Its perfection only renders me, in my sockless state, even more imperfect. Without my socks, how can I ski? How can I expect high performance, or any performance at all? I sit on a pile of flung clothes and sulk.

 

If you ask a neoclassical capitalist economist, the free market is the epitome of Intelligent Design. Yes, investors fall prey to occasional paroxysms of panic or irrational exuberance. The indicators sometimes behave weirdly and must be interpreted by the oracles at the Conference Board. Interest rates or currency supply want a little nudging by central bankers now and then, and prices and wages may ask for a little bullying by legislators and regulators. But these are adjustments around the edges. For the most part, Adam Smith’s Invisible Hand guides itself.

Inside this rational system, claim these economists, the consumer— Homo economicus—is also rational. He is well informed and good at balancing his current needs and desires against those in the long term, then deciding where to put his money. Homo economicus lives in the economy, not in, say, a San Fernando Valley suburb or a neighborhood of Delhi. That is, he is abstracted from the social: he is not exactly a person, but a consumer, and as such he is motivated by one thing, self-interest. Neoclassical, or utilitarian, economists argue that all these individual self-interests, working together and in conflict, keep prices low and wages reasonable, demand in balance with supply, and the economy prospering, enhancing everyone’s lives. It may be a system based on greed, but, many theorists say, greed is natural. The system works, they say.

 

Back at our house, the day is waning. Paul stares at me. He is out of ideas, out of time, out of what could have been a glorious ski. He slouches into the kitchen and makes the motions of starting supper. I follow him and flop down at the table.
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