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still unpaid on today’s credit card statement. Ford 
Excursions are 19 feet long, Double Gulp drinks are 
64 ounces, McDonald’s has SuperSize portions, and 
Starbucks has venti cappuccino.

The annual survey conducted by the Higher 
Education Research Institute at the University of 
California, Los Angeles shows that the number of 
college freshmen who said it was essential or very 
important to be very well off financially grew from 
41% in 1968 to 73% in 2001 (Sax, Lindholm, Astin, 
Korn, & Mahoney, 2001). During the same period, 
the number who said “developing a meaningful phi-
losophy of life” was a top priority fell from 83% 
to 41%. By 2012, 81% of incoming freshmen said 
“being very well-off financially” was a very impor-
tant or essential personal goal. This is the all-time 
high for this item (Abdul-alim, 2013). The desire to 
have possessions is also related to the high level of 
consumer debt in the United States.

Borrowing money has a long history, but for 
the most part, in the past money was loaned only 
to start businesses because those businesses would 
generate profits to repay the loans. Consumer loans, 
which make instant gratification possible by using 
borrowed money to buy things, are a much more 
recent innovation.

Gasoline and store charge cards were the stan-
dard until 1950, when Diners Club established the first credit card. In 1986, the average cardholder 
debt was $900. By 1996, the average cardholder debt was $2,900; it’s now estimated to be more than 
$15,325 per household with credit card debt. The typical U.S. cardholder has 3.7 credit cards. About 
60% of college seniors have at least one credit card. Debt on these cards averages more than $755. 
That people are evaluated by their possessions can be seen in reactions to occasional stories of indi-
viduals who die in poor surroundings yet whose mattresses are stuffed with cash. The popular reaction 
is that these people must have been crazy.

Yet the genius of the U.S. economic system is that 
materialism makes high employment and a comfort-
able standard of living possible for a vast number of 
people and the huge middle class.

What Is the  
Modality of Human Activity?

The term activity orientation refers to the use of time 
for self-expression and play, self-improvement and 

Table 7.1  What the United States Buys Daily

50,051,507 12-oz. cans of Pepsi

35,079,448 12-oz. servings of Bud Light

  8,179,726 20-oz. bottles of Aquafina water

  2,400,000 Burger King Whoppers

     500,000 Hostess Twinkies

     300,000 Packs of Pampers

     153,424 Lbs. of Starbucks coffee

     150,000 Hot Wheels Basic Cars (small size)

     125,000 Barbie dolls

     123,287 Trojan Ultra Thin condoms

        87,431 Slim-Fast Optima multipack shakes

       14,100 First Response pregnancy tests

          3,160 Men’s Rogaine 5% Solution

               34 Porsche 911s

Source: “America by the Numbers” (2007, p. 54).

Global Voices
When do you have enough in America? Never! It’s 
a culture of excess, a permanently nouveau riche 
mentality. We want the biggest, the most extreme 
of everything.

—G. Clotaire Rapaille, French anthropologist 
(quoted in Kiger, 2002, p. 12, para. 5)


