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ARE WE SHOPPING
OUR PLANET
TODEATH?

B The Arﬁerican middle class has
B ) been ona 50—year shopping spree

that threatens to bankrupt the
'-ecojogy of the planet. Our over-

co surhptxon rivals overpopula-
- tlon as a global threat—yet we
~ “act as if the sales days will last

o " forever. How can we return to our

r60ts' as people who value thrift

"'over waste, the spiritual over the

el matenal’> BY ALAN THEIN DURNING
s ILLUSTRATIONS BY TOBY WELLES
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A8, or Sidney Quarrier of Essex, Connect-
icut, Earth Day 1990 was Judgment Day—a
day of ecological reckoning. While tens of
millions of people around the world were
celebrating in the streets, Sidney was
sitting at his kitchen table with a yellow
legal pad and a pocket calculator. His
self-imposed task was to tally up the
burden he and his family had placed on
the planet since Earth Day 1970. He began
tabulating everything that had gone into
their house — oil for heating, nuclear-
generated electricity, water for showers
and for the lawn, cans of paint, appliances,
carpeting, furniture, clothes, food and
thousands of other things. Then he turned
to everything that had come out—garbage
pails of junk mail and packaging, news-
papers and magazines by the cubic meter,
polluted water, and smoke from the fur-
nace. “I worked on that list most of the
day,” Sid said. “I dug out wads of old
receipts, weighed trash cans and the daily
mail, excavated the basement
and shed, and used triangula-
tion techniques I hadn't
practiced since graduate
school to estimate the
materials we used in the
roofing job.”

But Sid knew he wasn't
counting everything, such
as the resources
needed to
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manufacture and deliver each object on
his list. National statistics suggested, for
example, that he should double the energy
used in his house and car to allow for what
businesses and government used to pro-
vide him with goods and services. He vis-
ualized a global industrial network of
factories making things for him, freighters
and trucks transporting them, stores sell-
ing them, and office buildings supervising
the process. He wondered how much steel
and concrete his state needed for the
roads, bridges and parking garages he
used. He thought about resources used by
the hospital that cared for him, the Air
Force jets and police cars that protected
him, the television stations that enter-
tained him, and the veterinary office that
cured his dog.

As his list grew, Sid imagined a haunt-
ing mountain of discarded televisions, car
parts and barrels of oil—all piling up
toward the sky on his lot. “It's only when
you put together all the years of incremen-
tal consumption that you realize the total-
ity.” And that totality hit him like the ton
of paper packaging hed hauled out with
the trash over the years. “The question is,”
Sid said, “Can the Earth survive the impact
of Sid, and can the Sids of the future
change?”

That s the question. Sidney Quarrier
and his family are no gluttons. “During
those years, we lived in a three bedroom
house on two and a half acres in the coun-
try, about 35 miles from my job in Hart-
ford,” he recounts. “But we have never
been rich,” he insists. “What frightened me
was that our consumption was typical of
the people here in Connecticut.”

Sid’s class—the American middle class
—is the group that, more than any other,
defines the contemporary international
vision of the good life. Yet the way the
Quarriers lived for two decades is among
the world’s premier environmental prob-
lems, and may be the most difficult to
solve. Only population growth rivals high
consumption as a cause of ecological de-
cline, and at least population is seen as a
problem by many governments and citi-
zens of the world. Consumption, in con-
trast, is almost universally seen as good.

THE CONSUMER SOCIETY WAS BORN IN
the US. in the 1920s, when brand names
became household words; when packaged,
processed foods made their widespread
debut; and when the automobile took over
the center of American culture. Econo-
mists and business executives, concerned

that the output of mass production might
go unsold after people’s needs for food,
clothing and shelter were met, began
pushing mass consumption as the key to
economic expansion. A “democratization
of consumption” became the unspoken
goal of our economic policy. Consumption
was even painted as a patriotic duty, A
business group called the National Pros-
perity Bureau distributed posters of Uncle
Sam.exhorting, “Buy what you need now!”

The Great Depression and World War II
stalled this drive, but shortly after the
war's end, mass consumption came of age.
In 1946, Fortune magazine heralded the
arrival of a “dream era...The Great Ameri-
can Boom is on.” By 1950, young families
were moving into 4,000 new houses each
day, and filling those houses with baby
carriages, clothes dryers, dishwashers,
refrigerators, washing machines and —
especially—televisions. The head of Presi-
dent Eisenhower’s Council of Economic
Advisers canonized the new economic
gospel: The American economy’s “ultimate
purpose,” he proclaimed, was “to produce
more consumer goods.”
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great environmental cost. We depend on
enormous inputs of the very commodities
that are most damaging to the Earth:
energy, chemicals, metals and paper. In
the US., these industries dominate the
most-wanted lists for energy use, toxic
emissions and polluting the air with sulfur
and nitrogen oxides, particulates and
volatile organic compounds.

The natural systems that sustain our
consumer society are fraying badly. If all
the world'’s people produced as much car-
bon dioxide as we do, global emissions of
this greenhouse gas would multiply three-
fold. If everyone used as much metal, lum-
ber and paper as we do, mining and log-
ging—rather than tapering off as ecologi-
cal health necessitates—would jump more
than threefold.

OUR HIGH CONSUMPTION LEVELS ARE
not the inevitable results of economic
success; they are partly produced by
institutions in our society that intention-
ally prompt our acquisitive impulses. Ad-
vertising, commercial TV and shopping
malls, for example, are so omnipresent

"

alls artificially isolate people
from the cycles of nature, the time of day
and changes in weather "’

Subsequent generations have faithfully
agreed. On average, people in the US.
today own twice as many automobiles,
drive 2.5 times as far, use 21 times as
much plastic and travel 25 times as far by
air as their parents did in 1950.

Since its birth, the consumer society
has moved far beyond American borders,
yet its most visible symbols remain Ameri-
can. Coca-Cola products are distributed in
over 170 countries. The techniques of mass
marketing perfected in the US. now ap-
pear on every continent, teaching former
East Germans, for example, to “Taste the
West. Marlboro.”

Unfortunately, the furnishings of the
American lifestyle — such as automobiles,
throwaway goods and packaging, a high-fat
diet and air conditioning—are provided at

that they have become centerpieces of our
culture. :

Advertising is everywhere, bombarding
us with some 3,000 messages a day, accord-
ing to Business Week. Ads are broadcast
by thousands of TV and radio stations,
towed behind airplanes, plastered on
billboards and in sports stadiums, and
bounced around the planet from satellites.
They are posted on ski lifts, hung on ban-
ners at televised parades and festivals,
piped info classrooms and doctors’ offices,
woven info the plots of feature films, and
stitched onto Boy Scout merit badges and
professional athletes’ jerseys. The Viskase
company of Chicago prints edible slogans
on hot dogs, and Eggverts International is
using a similar technique to advertise on
thousands of eggs in Israel. ->
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|V Laterialism was denounced by all

the sages, from Buddha to Muhammad,
and every world religion is rife with

warnings against the evils of excess’

| —

Entire industries have manufactured a
need for themselves. One advertising
éxecutive writes that ads can “make [peo-
ple] self-conscious about matter-of-course
things such as enlarged nose pores [and]
bad breath.” Advertisers especially like
to play on the personal insecurities of
women. As B. Earl Puckett, then head of
the Allied Stores Corporation, said 40
years ago, “It is our job to make women
unhappy with what they have.”
The cultivation of needs is a mammoth
global enterprise. For four decades, adver-
tising has been one of the world’s fastest-
growing industries. In the U.S., ad expendi-
tures rose from about $200 per capita in
1950 to almost $500 in 1990, while total
global advertising expenditures rose from
an estimated $39 billion in 1950 to a
whopping $247 billion in 1988, growing far
more rapidly than economic output.
Marketers increasingly target the
young. One specialist told The Wall Street
Journal, “Even two-year-olds are con-
cerned about their brand of clothes, and
by the age of six are full-out consumers.”
The children’s market in the US. is so
valuable — over $75 billion in 1990 — that
our companies spent $500 million market-
ing to it in 1990, five times more than a
decade earlier. They started cartoons cen-
tered on toys, and began direct-mail sales
to youngsters enrolled in their cormpany-
sponsored “clubs.” Such saturation adver-
tising has let some firms stake huge claims
in the children’s market. Mattel vice pres-
ident Meryl Friedman brags, “Mattel has
achieved a stunning 95 percent pene-
tration with Barbie (dolls] among girls
age three to 11 in the U.S.” Major retail-
ers have opened Barbie departments to

future consumers, and Barbies now come
equipped with Reebok shoes and Benetton
clothes.

Advertising promotes consumerism, but
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compete for the loyalty of doll-doting.

it also uses lots of paper. Ads pack the
daily mail—14 billion catalogs plus 38
billion other pieces of junk mail clog the
post each year in the U.S. They fill periodi-
cals: a typical American newspaper is 65
percent advertising, up from 40 percent
half a century ago. Every year, Canada
cuts 17,000 hectares of its primeval for-
ests—an area the size of the District of
Columbia—just to provide American dai-
lies with newsprint for ads. As Colleen
McCrory, one of a growing cadre of Cana-
dians trying to protect their forests, says,
“Basically, we'e turning the whole nation
into pulp.”

TV IS A FIXTURE OF LIFE IN THE CON-
sumer society. Almost every home has a
set—or two or three—operating seven
hours a day in the U.S. on average, issuing
a stream of soap operas, situation com-
edies, music videos and sales spiels. All
that TV would not be worrisome for the
environment were it not for the message
of most programs, since the technology
itself—like most communications media—
uses comparatively little energy and mate-
rials. But commercial TV promotes the
restless craving for more by portraying the




high consumption lifestyle as a model to
he emulated. And as commercial TV ad-
vances around the world, it has proved
exceptionally effective at stimulating buy-
ing urges. As Anthony J.E Reilly, chief
executive of the food conglomerate H.J.
Heinz, told Fortume magazine, “Once
television is there, people of whatever
shade, culture or origin want roughly the
same things.”

The shift in U.S. retailing from neighbor-
hood and downtown shops to huge subur-
ban shopping malls has encouraged the
consumer lifestyle. Our almost 35,000
shopping centers surpassed high schools
in number in 1987 Over the past three
decades, shopping center space has grown
twelvefold: 2,000 new centers opened each
year from 1986 to 1989. With so many com-
peting malls, new ones may go to extremes
to draw shoppers. The Mall of America,
which opened in Bloomington, Minnesota
last August, expects to attract more vis-
itors each year than Mecca or the Vatican.
Along with four department stores and
more than 300 specialty shops, it offers
a seven-acre Camp Snoopy theme park, a
giant walk-through aquarium, a two-story
miniature golf course, countless cinemas
and restaurants, plus some 13,000 parking
spaces.

These malls suck commerce from down-
town and neighborhood merchants. In
Denver, Colorado, each of six suburban
malls takes in more dollars from sales
than does the entire downtown commer-
cial district. Shopping by public transit or
on foot becomes difficult, auto traffic
increases, and sprawl accelerates. In the
end, noncommercial public places such as
own squares and city streets lose their
vitality, leaving us fewer attractive places
to go, besides the malls that set the whole
process in motion.

Perhaps by default, malls have taken
over some of the traditional functions of
public spaces. They offer entertainment in
the forms of video arcades, multi-screen
theaters and exercise centers. Avia, a top
sports footwear manufacturer, even has a
shoe especially designed for mall walking.
William Kowinski writes in The Malling
of America: “Someday it maybe possible
to be born, go from pre-school through col-
lege, get a job, date, marry, have children
...get a divorce, advance through a career
or two, receive your medical care, even get
arrested, tried and jailed; live a relatively
full life of culture and entertainment, and
eventually die and be given funeral rites
without ever leaving a particular mall
complex—because every one of those
possibilities exists now in some shopping
center somewhere.”

Shopping has become our primary cul-
tural activity. Americans go to shopping
centers on average once a week-—more
often than to church or synagogue. We
spend six hours a week shopping—more
than the Soviets did in the late 1980s,
when their shopping queues were world-
famous. Our teenagers spend more time in
malls than anywhere besides school or
home. The time we spend shopping is.sec-
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ond only to that spent watching TV when
it comes to categories of time use that
have grown fastest since mid-century.

Yet a mall is not a community. It is a
commercial enterprise, designed in min-
ute detail to prompt impulse buying. It
artificially isolates people from the cycles
of nature, from the time of day and from
changes of weather. It excludes those who
cannot afford to spend as much as the rest
of the consumer class. And rather than
grounding people in attachments to their
neighbors and their community, it fosters
a sort of care-free anonymity.

THE FORCES THAT MANUFACTURE DE-
sire—ads, TV, shopping centers—are so
familiar as to go virtually unnoticed in
today’s consumer society. Yet the conscious
and widespread cultivation of needs is
relatively recent in human history, tracing
its roots back scarcely a century. There is
no reason these forces cannot be funda-
mentally redirected—constraining adver-
tising to its appropriate role of informing
buyers, turning TV to conserving ends,
and replacing shopping malls with real
communities. Indeed, there is every
reason to do so, for the sake of the planet
and our own peace of mind. -
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ven two-year-olds are concerned
about their brand of clothes, and by the
age of six are full-out consumers’
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