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Drinking wine that most people do not have the means to 
buy, driving a Jaguar rather than a less expensive car, and 
living in a home that has six or eight bedrooms and is 
5,000-plus square feet is an expression of conspicuous 
consumption—displaying goods in a way that others will 
notice and that will presumably earn the owner respect 
(Veblen 1902). Thus, purchased products become symbols 

intended to define the person as someone of high status in 
the stratification hierarchy.

Privacy can also symbolize affluence. For example, in 
most of the Global North, one symbol of middle-class 
“decency” is the right to bathe and do one’s grooming in 
private. Indeed, many young people in the United States 
have their own bedrooms and expect no interruptions 
when sprucing up for the day. Homeless people in the 
United States do not have this luxury, and in India, bathing 
on the streets is not uncommon. Privacy requires money.

Rational Choice Theory.  As you know, rational choice 
theorists focus on individuals and the way they make deci-
sions regarding their own self-interest. From this view, 
people make decisions influenced by their perception of 
costs and benefits. Some people evaluate potential benefits 
with a view to the long term. They are willing to endure 
short-term expense or “pain” if the long-term gains are 
substantial. In order to take this view, one needs a sense of 
delayed gratification—delaying rewards or benefits until a 
later time. People who are willing or in a position to do 
this—living austerely now in order to experience prosper-
ity later—may be more likely to have upward mobility and 
to experience greater affluence at a later time. Whereas 
your friend from high school may have a job and drive a 
nicer car than you can afford, you may be building debts 
and attending college in hopes of a better future. Thus, 
rational choice theorists would focus on how personal 
choices influence one’s place in the social system. The idea 
is that one’s socioeconomic position is shaped largely by 
individual decisions. What, though, influences those indi-
vidual decisions?

In high school, many college prep students make 
“rational” decisions to become involved in athletic pro-
grams, student council, the Spanish Club, leadership roles 
in the National Honor Society, or community service 
because they want to list those involvements on college 
applications. They commit effort now—sometimes in 
activities that they care little about—in hopes of having a 
payoff in admission or scholarships to the college of their 
choice. Those same students become discouraged with 
classmates who will not help with student council activi-
ties or with building the junior class float. However, for 
young people whose parents did not go to college and 
whose past experiences do not lead them to believe that 
they, themselves, could ever attain a college degree, 
spending time decorating a float makes no sense. It is not 
seen as a “rational” choice. Thus, past experiences and 
social position can influence the way one evaluates costs 
and benefits.

Look at all those forks and knives. Some people know what to do with 
each of them! Knowing which fork or knife to use for each course of 
a meal is a sign of cultural capital that can influence your chances of 
acceptance into elite society or success on a job interview.
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In India, many people must bathe in public in whatever water supply 
they can find. Even many people with homes do not have their own 
water supply. Privacy for one’s grooming is a symbol of privilege for 
the affluent.
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