LAURENCE SHAMES
The More Factor

A bumper sticker popular in the 1980s read, “Whoever dies with the
most toys wins.” In Ihis selection from The Hunger for More: Searching
Jfor Values in an Age of Greed (1989), Laurence Shames shows how the
great American hunger for more— mare toys, more fand, more oppot-
tunities ~-is an essential part of our history and characler, stemming
from the frontier era when the horizon alone seemed the only limit
to American desire. The author of The Big Time: The Harvard Business
School's Most Successful Class and How It Shaped Ameriea (1986) and
the holder of a Harvard MBA, Shames is a journalist who has contrib-
uted to such publications as Playboy, Vanify Fair, Manhattan, inc., and
Esquire. He currently is working full-time on writing fiction and screen-
plays, with his most recent publications including Florida Straits (1992),
Sunburn (1995), Welcome to Paradise (1999), The Naked Detective (2000},
Not Fade Away (2003, with Peter Barton), and Shot on Location (2013).

Americans have always been optimists, and optimists have always liked to
speculate. In Texas in the 1880s, the speculative instrument of choice was
towns, and there is no tale more American than this.

What people would do was buy up-gnormous tracts of parched and
vacant land, lay our a Main Street, nail together some wooden sidewalks,
and start slapping up buildings. One of these buildings would be called
the Grand Hotel and would have a saloon complete with swinging doors.
Another might be dubbed the New Academy cr the Gpera House. The devel-
opers would erect a flagpole and name a church, and once the workmen
had packed up and moved on, the towns would be as empiy as the sky.

But no matter. The speculators, next, would fiire people to pass out
handbiiis in the Eastern and Midwestern cities, racts limning the advantages
of relocation to “the Athens of the South” or “the new plains Jerusalem.”
When persuasion faited, the builders might resort to bribery, paying people’s
moving costs and giving them houses, in exchange for nothing but a pledge
to stay until a certain census was taken or a certain inspection made. Once
the nose count was completed, people were free to move on, and there was
in fact a contingent of folks who made their living by keeping a cabin on skids
and dragging it for pay from one town (o another.
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The speculators” idea, of course, was to lure the railvoad. If one could cre-
ate a convincing semblance of a town, the railroad might come through it
and a real town would develop, making the speculators staggeringly rich, By
these devices a man named Sanborn once owned Amarillo.!

Bul railroad tracks are narfow and the state of Texas is very, very wide.
For every Wichita Falls or Lubbock there were a dozen College Mounds or
Belchervilles,? bleached, unpeopled burgs that receded quietly into the dust,
taking with them large amounts of speculators™ money.

Still, the speculators kept right on bucking the odds and depositing empty
towns in the middle of nowhere. Why did they do it? Two reasons— reasons
that might be said to summarize the central fact of American economic his-
tory and that go a fair way toward explaining what is perhaps the central
strand of the national character.

The first reason was simply that the possible returns were s¢ enormous
as to partake of the surreal, o create a climate in which ordinary logic and
prudence did not seem to apply. In a boom like thar of real estate when the
railroad bartreled through, long shots that might pay one hundred thousand to
one seemed worth a bet.

The second reason, more pertinent here, is that there was a presump-
tion that America would keep on booming — if not forever, then at least lon-
ger than it made sense to worry about. There would always be another gold
rush, another Homestead Act, another oil strike. The next generation would
always ferret out opportunities that would be still more lavish than any that
had gone before. America was those opportunities. This was an article not
just of faith, but of strategy. You banked on the nexr windfall, you staked

w

your hopes and even your self-esteem on it, and this led to a national turn of’

mind that might usefully be thought of as the habit of more.

A century, maybe two centuries, before anyone had heard the term
baby boomer, much less yuppie, the habit of more had been instilled as
the operative truth among the economically ambitious. The habit of more
seemed to suggdest that there was no such thing as getting wiped out in
America. A fortune lost in Texas might be recouped in Colorado. Funds frit-
tered away on grazing land where nothing grew might flood back in as sil-
ver. There was always a second chance, or always seemed (o be, in this
land where growth was destiny and where expansion and purpose were the
same.

The key was the frontier, not just as a matter of acreage, but as idea. Vast,
varied, rough as rocks, America was the place where one never quite came ©
the end. Ben Franklin explained it to Europe even before the Revolutionary
War had Anished: America offered new chances to those "who, in their own

I'For a fuller account of raitroad-related land speculation in Texas, see F. Swanley. Srory of
the Texas Panhandle Railroads (Borger, Tex.: Hess Publishing Co., 1976},
) ndsay Baker, Ghost Towns of Texas (Norman, Okia.: University of Oklahona Press. [986).
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Countries, where all the Lands fwere] fully occupied . . . could never femerge]
from the poor Conditlon wherein they were born,">

So central was this awareness of vacant space and its link to economic
promise that Frederick Jackson Turner, the historian who set the tone for
much of the twentieth century’s understanding of the American past, would
write that it was “not the constitution, but free land . . . [that] made the dem-
ocratic type of society in America.™ Good laws martered; an accountable gov-
ernment mattered; ingenuity and hard work mattered. But those things were,
so to speak, an overlay on the natural, geographic America that was simply
there, and whose vast and beckoning possibiiities seemed to generate the
ambition and the sometimes reckless liberty that would Rl it. First and fore-
most, it was open space that provided “the freedom of the individual to rise
under conditions of social mobility.”>

Open space generated not just ambition, but metaphor. As early as 1835,
Tocqueville was extrapolating from the fact of America’s emptiness o the
observation that “no natural boundary seems to be set to the efforts of man."®
Nor was any limit placed on what he might accomplish, since, in that heyday
of the Protestant ethic, a persen’s rewards were taken to be quite strictly pro-
portionate to his labors.

* Frontier; opportunity; more. This has been the American trinity from the
very start, The frontier was the backdrop and also the raw material for the
streak of economic booms. The booms became the goad and also the justi-
fication for the myriad gambles and for Americans’ famous optimism. The
optimism, in turn, shaped the schemes and visions that were sometimes
noble, sometimes appalling, always bold. The frontier, as reality and as sym-
bol, is what has shaped the American way of doing things and the American
sense of what’s worth doing.

But there has been ore further corollary to the legacy of the frontier, with
its promise of ever-expanding opportunities: Given that the goal —a realis-
tic goal for most of our history —-was more, Americans have been somewhat
backward in adopting vaiues, hopes, ambitions that have o do with things
other than more. In America, a sense of quaiity has lagged far behind a sense
of scale, An ideal of contentment has yet to take rodt in soil traditionally
more hospitable to an ideal of restless striving. The ethic of decency has been
upstaged by the ethic of success. The concept of growth has been applied
almost exclusively to things that can be measured, counted, weighed. And the
hunger for those things that are unmeasurable but fine — the sorts of accom-
plishment that cannot be undone by circumstance or a shift in socia! fashion,
the kind of serenity that cannot be shattered by tomorrow’s headline —has
gone largely unfulfilled, and even unacknowledged.

3Benjamin Franklin, “informarion to Those Who Would Remove to America,” in The
Autobiography and Other Writings {New York: Penguin Books, 1986}, 242.

IFrederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (Melbourne, Fla.: Krieger,
1976 [reprint of 1920 edition]), 293.

Sibid., 266.

Sracqueville, Demacracy in America.
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If the supply of more went on forever, perhaps that wouldn’t matter very
much. Expansion could remain a goal unto itself, and would conrinue ©
generate a value systemn based on bulk rather than on nuance, on quantities
of money rather than on quality of life, on “progress” itself rather than on
a sense of what the progress was for. But what if, over time, there was less
“more to be had?

That is the essential situation of America today.

Let’s keep things in proportion: The country is not running out of wealth,
drive, savvy, or opportunities. We are not facing imminent ruin, and neither
panic nor glocom is called for. But there have been armple indications over the
past two decades that we are running out of more.

Consider productivity growth — according to many economists, the single
most telling and least distortable gauge of changes in real wealth, From 1947
to 1965, productivity in the private sector (adjusted, as are all the following
figures, for inflation} was advancing, on average, by an annual 3.3 percent.
This means, simply, that each hour of work performed by a specimen Ameri-
can worker contributed 3.3 cents worth or more to svery American dol-
lar every year, whether we saved it or spent it, that increment went into a
national kitty of ever-enlarging aggregate wealth, Between 1965 and 1972,
however, the “more-factor” decreased to 2.4 percent a year, and from 1972
to 1977 it slipped Further, to 1.6 percent. By the early 1980s, productivity
growth was at a virtuai standstill, crawling along at 0.2 percent for the five
years ending in 1982.7 Through the middle years of the 1980s, the numbers
rebounded somewhat —but by then the gains were being neutralized by the
gargan{uan carrying costs on the national debt.?

Inevitably, this decline in the national stockpile of more held conse-
quences for the individual wallet.® During the [950s, Americans’ average
hourly earnings were humping ahead at a gratifying 2.5 percent each year. By
the tate seventies, that figure stood just where productivity growth had come
to stand, at a dispiriting 0.2 cents on the dollar. By the first half of the eight-
ies, the Reagan “recovery” notwithstanding, real hourly wages were actually
moving backward — declining at an average annual rate of 0.3 percent,

Compounding the shortage of more was an unfortunate bur crucial demo-
graphic fact. Real wealth was nearly ceasing to expand just at the moment

"These figures are taken from the Council of Economic Advisers, Economic Report of the
President, February 1984, 267,

8For a lucid and reacable account of the meaning and implications of our reservoir
of red ink, see Lawrence Malkin, The National Debt (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1987).
Through no fault of Maikin's, many of his numbers are already obsolete, bur his explanation
of who owes what to whom, and what it means, remains sound and even enceraining in a
bleak sort of way.

The fAgures in this paragraph and the next are from “The Average Guy Takes It on the
Chin,” New York Times, 3 July [986, sec, 3,
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when the members of that unprecedented population bulge known as the
haby boom were entering what should have been their peak years of income
expansion. A working man or woman who was thirty years old in 1949 could
expect Lo see his or her real earnings burgeon by 63 percent by age forty. In
1959, a thirty-year-old couid still look forward to a gain of 49 percent by his
or her fortieth birthday.

But what about the person who turned thirty in 19737 By the time that
“ worker turned forty, his or her real earnings had m_._E:_A . by a_percentage
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radicchio salads, and even factoring in those isolated tens of thousands making
ludicrous sums in consulting firms or on Wall Street, the fact is that between
1979 and 1983 real earnings of all Americans between the ages of twenty-five
and thirty-four actually declined by 14 percent.'® The New York Times, well
befpre the stock market crash put the kibosh on eighties confidence, summed
up the implications of this downturn by observing that “for millions of bread-
winners, the American dream is becoming the impossible dream.”!

Now, it is not our main purpose here to detail the ups and downs of the
American economy. Our aim, rather, is to consider the effects of those ups

and downs on people’s goals, values, sense of their place in the world. What

Happens at that shadowy juncture where economic prospects meid with per-
sonal choice? What sorts of insights and adjustments are called for so that
economic ups and downs can be dealt with gracefully?

Fact one in this connection is that, if America’s supply of more is in fact
diminishing, American values will have to shift and broaden to fll the gap
where the expectation of almost automaticgains used to be. Something more
durable will have 1o replace the fat but fragile bubble that had been getting
frailer these past two decades and that finally popped —a tentative, partial
pop—on October 19, 1987. A different sort of growth — ultimately, a growth
in responsibility and happiness —will have to fulfill our need to believe that
our possibilities are still expanding.

The transition to that rew view of progress will take some fancy stepping,
because, at least since the end of World War 11, simple ecoriomic growth has
stood, in the American psyche, as the best available substitute for the literal
frontier. The economy has been the frontier. Instead of more space, we have
had more money. Rather than measuring progress in terms of geographical
expansion, we have measured it by expansion in our standard of living. Eco-
nomics has become the metaphor on which we pin our hopes of open space
and second chances.

The poignant part is that the literal frontier did not pass yesterday: it has
not existed for a hundred years. But the frontier's promise has becomne so
much a part of us that we have not been willing to let the concept die. We
have kept the frontier mythology going by invocation, by allusion, by hype.

1058, for example, “The Year of the Yuppie,” Newsweek, 31 December 1984, 16.
' “The Average Guy,”
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It is not a coincidence that John E Kennedy dubbed his political program
the New Frontier. It is not mere linguistic accident that makes us speak of
Frontiers of Science or of psychedelic drugs as carrying one to Frontiers of
Perception. We dlorify fads and fashions by calling them Frontiers of Taste.
Nuclear energy has been called the Last Frontier; solar energy has been called
the Last Frontier. Outer space has been called the Last Frontier; the oceans
have been called the Last Frontier. Even the suburbs, those blandest and least
“adventurous of places, have been wryly described as the crabgrass frontier.!?

What made all these usages plausible was their being linked to the image of
the American economy as an endlessly fertile continent whose boundaries never
need be reached, a domain thar could expand in perpetuity, a gigantic playing
field that would never run out of room and on which the game would get forever
bigger and more filled with action. This was the frontier that would not vanish,

It is worth noting that people in other countries (with the possible exception
of that other America, Australia} do not talk about frontier this way. In Europe,
and in most of Africa and Asia, “frontier” connotes, at worst, a place of barbed
wire and men with rifles, and at best, a neutral junction where one changes
currency while passing from one fixed system into another, Frontier, for most
of the world's people, does not suggest growth, expanse, or opperunity.

For Americans, it does, and always has. This is one of the things thar sets
America apart frofm other places and makes American attitudes different
from those of other people. it is why, from Bonanza to the Sierra Club, the
notion or even the fantasy of empty horizens and untapped resources has
always evoked in the American heart both passion and wistfulness. And it is
why the fear thal the economic frontier — cur last, best version of the Wild
West— may finaily be passing creates in us not only money worries bur also a
crisis of morale and even of purpose.

w .

ft might seemn strange to call the 1980s an era of nostalgia. The decade, after
all, has been more usually described in terms of coolness, pragmatism, and a
blithe innocence of history, But the eighties, unawares, were nostalgic for fron-
tiers, and the disappointment of that nostalgia had much to do with the time’s
greed, narrowness, and strange want of joy. The fear that the world may not
be a big enough playground for the fuli exercise of one’s energies and yearn-
ings, and worse, the fear that the playground is being fenced off and will no
longer expand —these are real worries and they have had consequences. The
eighties were an obiect lesson in how people play the game when théfes is an
awful and unspoken suspicion that the game is winding down.

12with the suburbs again taking on a sort of fascination, this phrase was resurrected as
the ritle of a 1985 book — Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization gf America, by Kenneth T,
Jackson (Oxford University Press).
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It was fronic that the yupples came to be so reviled for their vaunting arbi-
tion and outsized expectations, as if they’d invented the habit of more, when in
fact they'd only inherited it the way a fetus picks up an addiction in the womb.
,_,r:!m craving was there in the national bloodstream, a remnant of the frontier,

e R

and the baby boomiers, described in childhood as “the luckiest gensration,”!?

fotind themselves, as young adults, in the melancholy position of wrestling with
a two-hundred-year dependency on a drug that was now in short supply.

True, the 1980s raised the clamor for more to new hsights of shrillness,
insistence, and general obnoxiousness, but this, it can be argued, was in the
nature of a final binge, the storm before the caim. America, though fighting
the perception every inch of the way, was coming to realize that it was not a
preordained part of the natural order that one should be richer every year. If
it happened, that was nice. But who had started the flimsy and pernicious
Tumor that it was normal?

ReapinGg THE TEXT

1. Summarize in a paragraph how, according to Shames, the frontier functions
i as a symbol of American consciousness.
" 2. what does Shames mean when he says, “Open space generated not just
ambition, but metaphor” (para. 12)7
3, What conrections does Shames make between America’s frontier history
and consumer behavior?
4. Why does Shames term the 1980s “an.era of nostalgia” (para. 30)?
5. Characterize Shames’s attitude toward the American desire for more. How
does his tone reveal his personal views on his subject?

READING THE SIGNS

|. Shames asserts that Americans have been influenced by the frontier belief
“that America would keep on booming” {para. 8). Do you feel that this belief
continues to be influential into the twenty-frst century? Write an essay argu-
ing for your position. 2

2. Shames claims that, because of the desire for more, “the ethic of decency has
been upstaged by the ethic of success” (para. 14). In class, form teams and
debate the validity of Shames’s claim.

3. COMNECTING TEXTS Read or review Steve McKevitt's “Everything Now” {p. 143}.
Using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (p. 147}, write an essay illustrating, refur-
ing, or complicating the proposition that “the hunger for more” Is driven by
the fact that “our needs have been fulfilled and so, for the frst time ever, we
have an econamy that is almost entirely devoted to the business of satisfying
our wants instead” {para. 3).

4. In an essay, argue for or refute the proposition that the “hunger for more” that
Shames describes is a universal human trait, not simply an American one.

3Thomas Hine, Poputuxe (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986), L5.

_ UNDERSTANDING SHOPPING

| ANNE NORTON
The Signs of Shopping

Shopping malls are more than places 1o shop, just as mail-order
catalogs are more than simple lists of goods. Both malls and cata-
logs are coded systems that not only encourage us to buy but, more
profoundly, help us construct our very sense of identity, as in the
j. Peterman catalog that “constructs the reader as a man of rugged
outdoor interests, taste, and money.” in this selection from Republic
of Signs (1993), Anne Norton, a professor of political science at the
University of Pennsylvania, analyzes the many ways in which malls,
catalogs, and hame shopping networks sell you what they want by
telling you who you are. Norton's other books inciude Alternative
Americas (1986), Reflections on Political Identity (1988}, Ninely-Five
Theses on Politics, Culture, and Method (2003), Leo Strauss and the Pol-
itics of American Empire (2004), and On the Muslim Question (2013).

m:ou._::m at the Mall

The mail has been the subject of innumerable debates. Created out of the
modernist impulse for planning and the centralization of public acrivity, the
mall has become the distinguishing sign of suburban decentralization, spring-
ing up in unplanned profusion. Intended to restore something of the lost unity
of city life to the suburbs, the mali has come to export styles and strategies o
stores at the urban center. Deplored by modernists, it is regarded with affec-
tion only by their postmodern foes. Ruled more by their content than by their
creators’ avowed intent, the once sleek futurist shells have taken on a certain
aura of postmodern playfulness and popular glitz.

The mall is a favorite subject for the laments of cultural conservatives and
others critical of the culture of consumption. it is indisptitably the culturai
locus of commodity fetishism. It has been noticed, however, by others of a
less condemnatory disposition that the mall has something of the [mercado,f
or the mmoE. about it. It is both a place of meeting for the young and one of
the rare places where young and old go together. People of different races
and classes, differert occupations, different levets of education meet there, As
M. Pressdee and John Fiske note, however, though the mall appears to be a

public place, it is not. Neither freedom of speech nor freedom of assembly is

permitted there. Those who own and manage malls restrict what comes within

their confines, Controversial displays, by stores or customers or the plethora
of organizations and agencies that present themselves in the open spaces of
the mall, are not permitted. These seemingly public spaces conceal a perva-
sive private authority,
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