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“Whoever dies with the most toys wins.”  “You can’t take it with you when you go.”  These two phrases from American popular culture illustrate two different, but parallel, ideologies about consumption, and about death.  These parallel differences beg the question: is there a connection between attitudes toward death and consumption levels?

The long-standing consumption debate argues that consumption of goods is linked to social ties and community building in one of two ways: 1) Douglas and Isherwood (1979) argue that conspicuous consumption of material goods builds community by offering individuals the opportunity to appreciate their status in relation to others through material matching and gift exchange, while 2) Wachtel (1983) shows that conspicuous consumption seeks to build community through the levels of status that material wealth offers, but the investment of time in work-related activities required to build wealth actually weakens the community structure.  I argue that these theories raise the idea of quantity versus quality in consumption.  Proponents of Douglas and Isherwood would seek to build community through quantity consumption of material goods.  In contrast, individuals who support Wachtel’s view would seek community connections through quality means such as spending time with friends and family.  

Similarly, death can be seen as either destroying or strengthening community ties.  Death represents a finality, the end of existence in an earthly state.  For some individuals, the resulting perception of death may lead to a higher consumption of material goods, a “spend it while you’ve got it” mentality that coincides with Douglas and Isherwood.  If this is my only chance to prove my value, I’m going to work as hard as I can to make sure my family and myself live comfortably.  In contrast, a different perception of death may result in which a strong desire to consume the joy and pleasure of being with friends and family arises.  I could die tomorrow, so I want to spend my time surrounded by those I love, my value comes from my relationships with others.
When perceptions of death are described as a relationship to community, an individual’s approach to life and their own mortality can be examined with the same quantity versus quality approach as seen in the consumption argument above.  Those individuals who see life as a one-time attempt to prove their worth may be of the mindset, “whoever dies with the most toys wins.”  These people may think that death is an injustice, an end of pleasure, and are therefore likely to have a higher consumption level of material goods – they are seeking life in terms of quantity.  In contrast, individuals who find a deeper connection to others through the knowledge that they will someday die may agree with the phrase, “you can’t take it with you when you go.”  These people may believe that death is a natural part of the cycle of life that everyone must experience.  The embrace of the inevitability of death may lead these individuals to consume fewer material goods in exchange for a higher consumption level of non-material goods such as community interactions – they are seeking life in terms of quality.  The connections between death and consumption in terms of quantity and quality can be illustrated by the following table:
	
	Individuals seeking life in terms of:

	
	Quantity
	Quality

	Attitude towards consumption
	Material consumption 

builds community ties
	Material consumption destroys community ties

	Attitude towards death
	Death destroys community ties
	Death builds community ties


One potential place to find these connections between consumption and perceptions of death may be the health literature.  Who better to define their perception of death than those facing their own mortality through disease or illness?  An individual seeking life in terms of quantity may be more likely to ward off death – the end of pleasure and community – by choosing highly invasive health care treatments, even if the treatment decreases their overall quality of life by disfigurement or loss of certain biological functions.  Those individuals seeking life in terms of quality may focus on disease prevention strategies, and may choose treatments that are minimally or non-invasive in order to preserve their overall quality of life.
A rich source of data that links this idea that death can be staved off with high levels of resource use is the literature detailing the increased consumption through medical treatments during the final year of life.  Some estimates show that medical expenses in the terminal year of life are up to five times greater than non-terminal years, and furthermore, expenses on those in their terminal year account for 22% of the total medical expenses for any given year (Hoover et al., 2002).  The health literature therefore has the potential to offer evidence in support of this theory on the connections between perception of death and consumption, within the quality and quantity approach.

By illustrating how attitudes toward death relate to consumption levels, this theoretical framework has the potential to lead our society toward more sustainable consumption patterns, thereby conserving environmental resources and ecosystem services and curtailing current injustices of consumption between the developed and developing worlds.  If we come to find a strong link between death perception and consumption, we could begin to integrate a positive perception of death into our societies that would allow us to live life more fully and with greater care and concern for others.  If our societies were constructed in such a way that integrates a positive view of death into the actions of everyday living, that same care and concern could be applied to not only our family and friends, but also to our communities, local and global, and to the natural world - including the ecosystems and processes that provide the capacity for us to live well.
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