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In your last paper, you explored William Cronon’s criticism of environmentalists who hold up “nature as a stable external source of nonhuman value against which human actions can be judged without much ambiguity.”  Recall that the assignment pointed you toward a particular definition of the word “value,” as Cronon used it: “a principle, standard, or quality considered worthwhile or desirable.”  


“Value” can also mean  “the relative status of a thing, or the estimate in which it is held, according to its . . . supposed worth, usefulness, or importance, . . . regarded especially in relation to an individual or group; the principles or standards of a person or society, the personal or societal judgement of what is . . . important in life” (italics added).  The italicized words highlight the fact that the word “value” refers to unstable standards, because people define and determine them.  


This week and for the next two weeks, we are learning about American consumer culture.  American consumer culture trades on, celebrates, embodies, and challenges a range of values. For example, Strasser, Leach, and Steinbeck all show people judging themselves and other people:  who is right and who is wrong, and why; who is better than whom, and why.  Judgements change and shift.  What was right in one decade is wrong in another, and vice versa.  A tried and true habit or practice (remember Aristotle?) in one time and place is strange and foreign in another.  

THE ASSIGNMENT:


What are two or three of the central values of consumer culture, as you have learned about it so far, and what do you think of those values?  State your answer in the form of a thesis.    Keep in mind that the values of consumer culture are not stable.  Use examples from Strasser, Leach, Steinbeck, Golddiggers of 1933, The Magnificent Ambersons, This is Nowhere, The Overspent American, and our upcoming field trip to the LeMay Museum, Wal-Mart, and the Thurston County Waste and Recovery Center (formerly “The Thurston County Dump”).  Your examples should illustrate the values that you claim are central to consumer culture.  

