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Abstract

The high level of consumption characteristic of Western society has been shown as a leading factor of environmental degradation worldwide.  But why do we consume?  This paper serves to set forth a theoretical framework for understanding how the consciousness of our own bodily mortality is the fundamental underlying motivation for consumption.  We consume in order to construct our individual immortality.  Two popular phrases in American culture, “you can’t take it with you when you go,” and, “whoever dies with the most toys wins,” depict the parallel between consumption patterns and perceptions of death.  The difference in consumption behavior depicted by these phrases may hold a key to informing society that could lead to a reevaluation of current over-consumption.  If we come to learn that a positive view of death places highest value on experiences and relationships with others, then we may be able to curb the current over-consumption of material goods in exchange for a deeper quality consumption of time and experiences.
Introduction

Human consciousness allows us to distinguish ourselves from other organisms.  We are aware of the fact that we are biological organisms, that we require food, shelter and other basic necessities for survival, but the fact that we are aware is what we believe separates us from other organisms.  However, this consciousness of our organismic nature also creates a great fear as it leads to our realization that someday we will die (Becker, 1973).  Schutz (1962:228) describes this realization as the “fundamental anxiety”:  

I know that I shall die and I fear to die.  This basic experience we suggest calling the fundamental anxiety.  It is the primordial anticipation from which all the others originate. From the fundamental anxiety spring the many interrelated systems of hopes and fears, of wants and satisfactions, of chances and risks which incite man within the natural attitude to attempt the mastery of the world, to overcome obstacles, to draft projects, and to realize them (Schutz, 1962:228). 

We know we will die, that we are biological organisms, but also, we want to believe that we are more than basic organisms; we need to believe that we have a purpose in living.  Perhaps, then, our greatest fear is not of death itself, but is rather a fear of pointlessness.  But how do we resolve this fear?  The knowledge of our impending death creates within us a dualism of the self – the mortal organism, and the quest for the immortal persona.  Therefore, we overcome the fear of pointlessness by seeking immortality in some form.  How each individual realizes the immortal self depends upon the person’s perceptions of mortality and death.

The ways that we seek immortality are many: we follow religious doctrines as a direct linkage to an afterlife or higher purpose; we bear children who will carry on our heritage; we engage in relationships with family and friends to build memories; we contribute to the social good through the arts and sciences, and by helping those less fortunate or, in the case of the environment, those unable to speak for themselves; we seek status in order to be recognized and remembered; and finally, we engage in material accumulation to leave behind possessions that will ensure our remembrance, whether the materials are in the form of monuments or buildings inscribed with our names, or small items left to individual heirs.  All of these are ways to achieve immortality which allows us to feel that are lives are not pointless, and they rely upon the dualism of the mortal organism and the immortal person.  These different resolutions of the fundamental anxiety/fear of pointlessness have varying environmental consequences.  The greatest environmental degradation arguably arises from the consumption of material goods.
Why we consume

Consumption behaviors have long been a topic of scholarly interest.  The debates have all argued around the topic of why we consume, and have shown how material goods are linked to identity as people within the same social class seek to possess the same goods, or symbols, that will provide them with a linkage to a certain social status.  Veblen (1899) described consumption as competitive, and described the role of “conspicuous consumption” as providing a way for wealthier individuals to self-aggrandize.  Duesenberry (1949) described the phenomenon as “keeping up with the Joneses.”  More recently, Schor (1998) has provided an overview of current western consumption behaviors, and rests the environmental and social burden of consumption largely on the shoulders of the middle class Americans who consume above their financial means.  Schor shows how the middle class continues to strive to keep up their social status by consuming, but now, rather than keeping up with the Joneses next door, we struggle to keep up with the much wealthier upper-middle class, despite the fact that the financial gap between these groups continues to grow.  

Douglas and Isherwood (1979) suggest that through consumption matching and gift exchange, social ties are strengthened and community is created.  In other words, we buy the same goods as our friends and neighbors, and in doing so we strengthen our connections to our community.  In contrast, Wachtel (1983) argues that community ties have actually been weakened by these actions.  Since our society is based on individualism, we have come to value possessions as a means to gain community status.  In attempting to “keep up with the Joneses” by seeking wealth to purchase goods, we create a downward spiral of further community degradation.  We work longer hours to increase our pay, and in so doing, we lack the time to build meaningful and lasting interpersonal relationships within our community.  

These two views raise the idea of quantity versus quality in consumption.  Supporters of Douglas and Isherwood would consume goods in quantity terms, arguably because the more consumption matching and gift exchange an individual participates in, the stronger that person’s ties to the community become.  Individuals who support Wachtel’s view would believe that consumption destroys community ties, and would therefore seek community connections through quality means, such as consumption of time and experiences within the community, rather than by consuming a quantity of material goods.  

The side of the consumption debate you agree with likely stems from your values, and what you perceive to be important in life.  Life is short, as the old adage goes, so we must make the most of it with the time that we have here on earth.  We must create meaning in our lives, as Jackson (2005: 31-32) describes:

We consume not just to nourish ourselves or protect ourselves from the elements or maintain a living.  We consume in order to identify ourselves with a social group, to position ourselves within that group, to distinguish ourselves with respect to other social groups, to communicate allegiance to certain ideals, and to differentiate ourselves from certain other ideals.  We consume in order to communicate. Through consumption we communicate not only with each other but also with our pasts, with our ideals, with our fears, and with our aspirations.  We consume in pursuit of meaning.

But this meaning is linked to our understanding and comprehension that someday we all will die.  Our realization of death is what makes life so vibrant, as can be seen in the works of great poets and musicians throughout history.  Death is a great motivator in life, and arguably, without the human consciousness of death, there would be no urgency in life to succeed.  I argue that in this subtle way, death plays a fundamental, underlying role in how we consume.

Links between death perceptions and consumption


Just as consumption plays a role in social relations, death can also be perceived as strengthening or destroying 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 I 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.

Two popular phrases in American society reflect these different, but parallel, ideologies about connections between death and consumption:  “Whoever dies with the most toys wins” and,  “You can’t take it with you when you go.”  When perceptions of death are described in 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:
Table 1. Links between attitudes towards death and attitudes toward consumption: a quantity vs. quality approach.

	
	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


The links between materialism and immortality
Materialism itself can be divided into two routes: the first is where materialism is an end in itself in the quest for immortality, and the second is where materialism is a route to the other resolutions for creating immortality.   Materialism as an end in itself is most easily seen through the literature on status-seeking.  Becker (1975:12) argued that the fundamental motive of humans is “to endure, to continue experiencing, and to know that one can continue because he possesses some special excellence that makes him immune to diminution and death.”  Becker also described the very heart of our quest to maintain social status:

[man or woman] is in an almost constant struggle not to be diminished in his organismic importance…To be outshone by another is to be attacked at some basic level of organismic durability.  To lose, to be second rate, to fail to keep up with the best and the highest sends a message to the nerve center of the organism’s anxiety: “I am overshadowed, inadequate; hence I do not qualify for continued durability, for life, for eternity; hence I will die.” (p.11-12)

In response to our need to feel durable, society has created ways for individuals to “self-aggrandize.”  

In earlier days of western culture, kings were ensured immortality through the blood-line of their sons, and also by leaving behind the wealth of gold and material objects that portrayed themselves, “And so the pursuit of money was also opened up to the average man; gold became the new immortality symbol (Becker, 1975:74).”  By self-aggrandizing, or displaying wealth through conspicuous consumption as described by Veblen (1899), we show our self-worth, our durability as organisms and hence our qualifications for achieving immortality.  In this way, quantity material consumption demands permanence.  

In contrast, quality material consumption provides a route to the other resolutions for seeking immortality when those materials that are consumed provide opportunities for growth and change.  The difference here is subtle, but nonetheless real, and the goal of this type of consumption is a unity with others through experiences.  A brief description of what Bakhtin (1984) referred to as the “closed body” and “grotesque body” may help to clarify the differences in the ends of materialism and how they relate to death and immortality.

Bakhtin split human nature into the classic body and the grotesque body.  The classic body is that which is closed or unconnected, in which, “death is only death, it never coincides with birth…all actions and events are interpreted on the level of a single, individual life.  They are enclosed within the limits of the same body, limits that are the absolute beginning and end and can never meet” (Bakhtin, 1984:321-322).  This is parallel to quantity consumption in that, just as materialism is an end in itself, life is an end in itself and death is a finality.  In contrast, the grotesque body is that which is nature; it is the organismic body that is connected to the earth, that which is “a point of transition in a life eternally renewed, the inexhaustible vessel of death and conception” (Bakhtin, 1984:318).  In the grotesque view, life springs forth from death.  Here we see the parallel to quality consumption in that growth and change are continually occurring, from materiality comes shared experiences.  

It seems easy to view quality consumption as preferred to quantity consumption.  We are judgmental about quantity consumption when it is viewed as an individualistic quest for status, and yet we all engage in quantity consumption under some circumstances.  Our question here becomes: what are the social conditions under which quantity consumption becomes dominant?
Immortality and consumption

Materiality in ancient Egypt

The human quest for immortality is perhaps most clear in our understanding of the world of ancient Egypt.  From the rituals of mummification to the building of the great pyramids, Egyptian culture centered around transcendence of the death of the body, which in turn, as Meskell (2005) argues, centered on materiality:

One could think of the tomb as a time machine that housed all the materials necessary for eternal life: bodies, coffins, statues, paintings of the deceased and his family, ritual paraphernalia, furniture, clothing and jewelry, household goods, food, wine, and so on…it was clearly not enough to simply aspire to having it all next time around; it was necessary to provide that material world in the context of the tomb, so as to secure it for the future (p. 54).

The pyramid served to “overcome the limitations of the human condition: it is an objectification of that desire (p.64).”  Mummification of the body was necessary to ensure immortality of the individual, for “decomposition and decay voids the corpse of its signs and its social force of signification.  It depersonifies the individual, leaving it nothing more than a substance (p.60).”  In this view, death was seen as “the enemy of life and something to be feared.”  At the same time, death was viewed as a process necessary for reaching immortality, a common theme in world religions.  

Immortality in Millennial Christianity of Papua New Guinea

A particularly interesting description of views of immortality can be seen in the literature on cargo cults in Papua New Guinea (PNG), such as Biersack’s (1999) account of the snakescape.  Before contact, the Paiela culture was described as having been more or less in a “sustainable” state with relation to the natural resources of the area. However, after contact, the culture increased consumption through the mining of the land’s gold resources.  This change in consumption seemingly corresponded to changes in the Paiela’s religious beliefs that incorporated the views of immortality brought by white colonialists in the twentieth century.  

Prior to contact, the Paiela’s view of immortality was based upon the legend of Taiyundika, the python of Mt. Kare.  This totemic snake required occasional sacrifices to ensure fertility of the land and the people.  This fertility was “inscribed within the cycle of death and regeneration integral to all species of life as well as the cycle of the earth itself”.  By sacrificing to the python, the clan was ensured to grow: “women and men should multiply…they shouldn’t die”.  But the death of women and men described here was not death on the individual level, rather the Paielas believed that the death of one generation was a necessity for the birth of the next generation.  Furthermore, traditional Paiela religion taught that human beings are “born to die”.  Also of importance is the traditional belief in the Paiela religion that after fourteen generations of people, the earth itself will die, and humans will transcend the earth and reach immortality in “the sky.”  This belief in immortality and transcendence of death by the “sky people” shows a direct link between the Paiela religion and Christianity’s similar beliefs in transcendence of death by achieving heaven.  After contact, these similar notions of transcendence allowed the western Christian beliefs to directly influence traditional beliefs.  

Not only were these beliefs compatible, but furthermore, they allowed whites to be seen as having a proximity to divinity.  Whites appeared to live easier, healthier and longer lives than the Paiela, regardless of the fact they did not observe the traditional regional taboos.  When gold mining became an intensive occupation of the whites in the area, it is easy to see how the Paiela would also adopt the practices of gold mining from two perspectives.  The first is the idea that since the whites appeared to live better and longer lives, they must be favored by God, and therefore, emulating them would lead the Paiela to their own immortality.  The second is closely related to Veblen’s (1899) ideas of conspicuous consumption and the social relations that result from social power brought on by the display of wealth.  These concepts are more readily described by Jacka’s (2005) account of millennial Christianity in the Ipili.  

The Ipili, a neighboring clan of the Paiela, share a belief in the Mt. Kare python.  They also share the belief that after fourteen generations, the earth will end.  Traditionally, reaching the end of the earth meant that all people would die and enter the immortality of the sky.  With the introduction of Christianity, the end of the earth would again lead to immortality, but this time by way of entering heaven.  Consumption of gold fits into this picture by understanding that the traditional cultures of the region adapted their beliefs to fit within Christianity’s idea of heaven.  At the time of the discovery of gold, it was already late in the generational cycle of the local people, and many believed that the end of the world would soon come.  The gold itself became a symbol of the ending of the earth, as it was thought that when all the gold had been mined, the world would break apart and end.  Therefore, in combining the traditional beliefs and newly introduced Christian beliefs, mining of the python’s gold would lead to the end of the earth, and the beginning of life in heaven.  So presumably, the more quickly the gold was mined, the sooner everyone would enter heaven and a life of leisure.  The link between the consumption of gold and the quest for immortality is clear in this description, and aids us in our understanding of how consumption, social ties, and the display of wealth are also linked to a view of immortality.  

The Ipili further believe that when Jesus died all sin was wiped from the areas where whites lived, and these areas then became the developed world.  Since no whites were yet on PNG at the time of Christ’s death, sin still persisted there and development had not yet taken place.  Arguably then, if the Ipili forge social relationships with the whites and aspire to be like the whites in their behaviors – including gold mining and consumption of material goods – they too will be favored Christians and will transcend this life of labor by reaching heaven.

Biersack’s depiction of the influence of the Mt. Kare gold rush on the use of symbols in the Paiela culture provides several insights into how a culture adapts to allow for greater resource consumption, a topic of great interest in our increasingly global economy and the spreading of western consumption behaviors.  In the story of the Mt. Kare python’s gold, we see how a hope for immortality can lead directly to consumption of resources.  In our own culture, the link is less clear, but I argue it still exists.  We seek immortality in the same way that the Paiela sought to be like the whites.  The white colonists “live longer and die slower” than the Paiela, just as the wealthy in our society are better able to afford those goods and services that make life easier, as well as better health care that ensures a longer, healthier life.  

Consumption and Immortality in Contemporary America

Schor (1999) directly relates consumption of material goods to social status.  For example, she writes: 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the meanings of different kinds of carriages were widely understood: people knew how expensive they were, and therefore the status that could be ascribed to their owners.  In the twentieth century, the automobile has played a similar role.  The structure of use and ownership of products is therefore the underlying foundation of social meaning (p.35).

Schor goes on to say that, “the more we have, the more powerful, confident, and socially validated we feel (p.57),” echoing the sentiments of Becker (1975) and directly connecting our “self-aggrandizing” consumption with the quest for social status, and therefore, allowing us the opportunity to become immortal. 

Immortality in contemporary American society, then, can be sought by maintaining or elevating our social status.  Likely, the individual whose stance is “whoever dies with the most toys wins” will feel that their immortality has been better secured if they can leave behind them a wealth of material objects to be linked to the memory of their life.  In comparison, those believing that “you can’t take it with you when you go” would be more likely to try to create memories in those surviving them through experiences.  
One place to find connections between consumption and perceptions of death is the health literature.  Who better to define their perception of death than those facing their own mortality through disease or illness?  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.

However, Bryce et al. (2004) found that 75% of the 104 individuals they surveyed would choose a better quality of death over longer life.  Perhaps this is where the future of sustainable consumption lies.  A desire for a higher quality of death, or in other words a higher quality of life at the time leading up to death, may provide an insight into a further desire for an improved quality of growth, connectedness and unity, as in an increased connection to Bakhtin’s grotesque body at the expense of a disconnect from the classic body of permanence.
Conclusion 

According to Sahlins (1972), “consumption is a double tragedy: what begins in inadequacy will end in deprivation.”  Is this statement directly applicable to our quest for immortality?  When we engage in material consumption as an end in itself, we may be depriving ourselves of the connectedness to the world which we are apart of, a connectedness that may be better reached through the connections that arise through quality consumption.
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.  The associations found between attitudes toward death and consumptive practices will stimulate further sociological inquiry, and may have the potential to forge an alliance between health care professionals and the environmental movement.  From literature in the health field, we see death described as an enlightening experience – namely that once we understand that our time is truly limited, we begin to live life more fully and with greater care and concern for others (Cutter, 1974). If our societies were constructed in a way that integrates a positive view of death into the actions of everyday living, as a natural process in the cycle of life rather than as an injustice, could that same care and concern 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?  This research has the potential to inform society in a way that could lead to a reevaluation of consumption behaviors.  If we learn from people who have faced death that the most important things they have valued in their lives are experiences and their relationships with others, then we may be able to curb the current consumption of material goods that are so environmentally devastating in exchange for a deeper quality of consumption of time and experiences with friends and family.

Through this theory, I hope to shed light on how perceptions of death play a role in shaping our consumption behaviors.  If we can determine the reality of this link, we may be able to find ways to help Americans limit their quantity consumption of material resources in exchange for quality consumption of experiences, thereby limiting environmental degradation and improving our overall quality of life.
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