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Abstract In Post Keynesian Economics, theorists have sought an alternative
to neoclassical choice theory by turning to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
(Pasinetti 1981, Lavoie 1992). Instead of each individual surveying a
complete choice set, individuals prioritize (basic) physiological needs, moving

with increasing incomes to satisfy safety and social needs, through to the
higher needs associated with self-actualization. This framework provides a
theoretical foundation for the Engel curve, since as incomes increase

consumers become satiated when particular needs are satisfied. As an
alternative to the neoclassical preoccupation with prices and substitution, a
Post Keynesian theory of consumption has been formulated with income

effects as the cornerstone. The main problem with Maslow’s approach is that
individual needs are innate, so that questions of social interaction and
culture are seriously downgraded. In this article, the social theory of Pierre

Bourdieu is offered as an alternative to the Maslow approach, providing the
basis for a social critique of consumerism and an alternative evolutionary
theory of consumption. In this approach, the structure of the social hierarchy
both constrains the consumption of lower social strata and leads to subtle,

less conspicuous consumption patterns at the top of the social hierarchy: a
scenario that could provide a social foundation to the Engel curve.

Keywords: Maslow, hierarchy of needs, Post Keynesian, consumption,
culture, Engel curve, Bourdieu, evolutionary theory

INTRODUCTION

In Post Keynesian Economics, theorists have sought an alternative to

neoclassical choice theory by turning to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

(Pasinetti 1981, Lavoie 1992). Instead of each individual surveying a complete

choice set, individuals prioritize (basic) physiological needs, moving with

increasing incomes to satisfy safety and social needs, through to the higher
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needs associated with self-actualization. This framework provides a

theoretical foundation for the Engel curve, since as incomes increase

consumers become satiated when particular needs are satisfied. As an

alternative to the neoclassical preoccupation with prices and substitution, a

Post Keynesian theory of consumption has been formulated with income

effects as the cornerstone.

The main problem with Maslow’s approach is that individual needs are

innate, so that questions of social interaction and culture are seriously

downgraded. The aim of this article is to compare the hierarchy of needs with

the writings of the late Pierre Bourdieu, who has been described as ‘‘the most

important contemporary theorist of consumption proper’’ (Campbell 1995:

103). In this framework, an alternative social hierarchy is developed in which

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital leads to an emphasis on the role of

consumption in symbolic struggles between different social classes. The main

result of the paper is to show how a social basis for the Engel curve can be

derived from Bourdieu.

The first part of the paper provides an introduction to Maslow’s hierarchy

of needs, followed in the second part by a discussion of some of its problems.

In the final part, this social critique of Maslow is completed with a

presentation of Bourdieu’s social theory as an alternative contribution.

THE HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

Maslow pioneered a new field of humanistic psychology by focusing on needs

that are human, as distinct from the needs of animals. This leads to an

emphasis on human beings striving to fulfill their individual potential. As

stated by Lea et al. (1987: 31): ‘‘The basic tenet of Maslow’s theory is that

humans strive to actualize, or realize, their individual potentials, that is, to

grow and enhance the self.’’ Needs are therefore objective, there to be fulfilled

by individuals in their struggle to be human (see Berry 1999: 402).

As individuals strive to realize their potential, a hierarchy of needs is

presented by Maslow as a ladder of human achievement that has to be

climbed. There are five levels of needs. The first point in the hierarchy is the

satisfaction of basic needs, such as food, drink, sleep and sex. Unless such

needs are satisfied then they become dominant. In relation to food, for

example: ‘‘For the man who is extremely and dangerously hungry, no other

interest exists but food. He dreams of food, he remembers food, and he wants

only food’’ (Maslow 1943: 380).

Once basic needs are satisfied, the need for safety comes into play as the

second priority. Individuals strive to secure stability, health, comfort,
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protection and balance. Key aspects of this group of needs are the need for

health care protection and economic safety in terms of money, savings and

insurance.

The third and fourth priorities have been grouped together by Lutz and

Lux (1979: 11) under the general category of social needs. The third priority is

referred to as belongingness, which includes love, affection and acceptance.

‘‘This means being part of a family, community, and society at large, and

forming close and meaningful interpersonal relationships’’ (Lutz and Lux

1979: 11). Self-esteem provides the fourth priority, a social need that

individuals can strive for once the more basic need for belongingness is

satisfied. This includes the need for prestige and status, which can only be

established by being socially accepted by others.

Finally, the highest of Maslow’s five categories is the need for self-

actualization, also referred to as moral needs. Such higher needs can only be

attainable once more materialistic basic needs are achieved. Even when all the

other four needs are satisfied, individuals still experience deficiencies in their

human fulfillment: ‘‘feelings of alienation, notions that life has no meaning,

and boredom’’ (Lea et al. 1987: 31). For Schiffman and Kanuk (2000: 81):

‘‘This need refers to an individual’s desire to fulfill his or her potential – to

become everything he or she is capable of becoming.’’ This potential may be

creative, artistic, or extremely altruistic, contributing to public service.

The hierarchy of needs has been given particular attention by economists

seeking to develop an alternative to the neoclassical theory of consumer

choice. Lavoie (1992), in his comprehensive textbook, Foundations of Post-

Keynesian Economic Analysis, has argued that Maslow’s approach provides a

conceptual starting point for developing a Post Keynesian theory of

consumption. Although the Post Keynesian school of thought has not held

the development of its own distinctive consumer theory as an explicit

objective, Lavoie argues that there is sufficient coherence for such a theory to

be developed. In the same vein, Pasinetti (1981) develops his evolutionary

contribution to Post Keynesian consumer theory with the hierarchy of needs

as the starting point (see also Anderson 2001).

Maslow’s approach provides a basis for this theoretical development by

introducing the notion that individuals move up the hierarchy of needs in

accordance with changes in income. Needs at the lower level of the hierarchy

can only be satisfied if an individual has sufficient income, for example to

purchase items that fulfill basic food and shelter needs. As income increases,

certain threshold points are crossed at which an individual can move on to

address a higher order need. For Lavoie (1992: 73): ‘‘The fulfillment of new

needs and, therefore, the purchase of new goods or new services are thus
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related to income effects.’’ In this dynamic view of consumption, income

effects are hence considered to be much more important than the emphasis in

neoclassical consumer theory on substitution effects, which ‘‘play a minor role

in a static analysis of consumer behaviour’’ (Lavoie 1992: 73).

Once emphasis is placed upon the importance of income effects, it follows

from the hierarchy of needs that consumption can be modelled by a family of

Engel curves. In the Post Keynesian literature an Engel curve is usually

defined as the relationship between expenditure on a single commodity and

real income. This is a simplification of Engel’s Law, in which the proportion

of income spent on a single commodity decreases as income increases

(Pasinetti 1981: 70).

For the simplest case of an individual’s expenditure on a single commodity,

it can be assumed that this item satisfies a particular need. For example,

consider the case of bread, which satisfies the basic need for food. If, for sake

of argument, at zero income no bread is consumed, as income increases the

total amount of bread will increase in order to satisfy the individual’s basic

need for food. However, once a threshold point is reached, in which the basic

need for food has been satisfied, consumption of bread will either remain

static or start to decrease. In both scenarios the slope of the Engel curve will

decrease as income increases, but if bread is an inferior good the Engel curve

itself will start to fall. Pasinetti (1981: 73) explores different possible shapes of

the Engel curve, the common thread being the tailing off of consumption as

income reaches the threshold point for a particular category of need.

The decreasing slope associated with the whole family of Engel curves is

further emphasized by the types of characteristics associated with particular

points in Maslow’s hierarchy. Since in Maslow’s second point in the

hierarchy individuals seek to satisfy needs for security and protection, it

can be posited that individuals will begin to put aside money for savings,

pension provision and insurance (Lea et al. 1987: 236). Furthermore, once

the highest point in the hierarchy is reached, part of the self-actualization

of the individual self is to reject lower needs, which are associated with

consumption. For Lutz and Lux (1979: 13): ‘‘This means that once people

experience the joy of creative or socially meaningful activity they tend to

have less interest in pursuing activities associated with a deficiency in the

satisfaction of human needs.’’

For economists seeking to develop an alternative to neoclassical consumer

theory, this derivation of the Engel curve provides a seductive alternative. The

Engel curve is well established in econometric research as a stylized fact, and

for Post Keynesians it mirrors the emphasis in macroeconomic research on

the relationship between income and aggregate demand.
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TOWARDS A SOCIAL CRITIQUE

A key problem with Maslow’s approach is its focus on the personal growth of

the individual. Hanley and Abell (2002) have argued that social connections

are marginal to Maslow’s view of self-actualization. Referring back to the five

stages in the hierarchy of needs, it can be seen that social needs, which include

love, esteem, prestige and status, are relegated to stages three and four. They

hardly feature on the radar in the ultimate fifth category of self-realization.

Although these social needs are necessary stepping stones up to the top of the

hierarchy, they do not provide the ultimate goal for the individual seeking

personal fulfillment. For Maslow (1987: 136), once social needs such as love

are satisfied ‘‘the true problem of individual human development begins,

namely self-actualization.’’ For individuals that are able to realize their self,

such deficiencies as the need for love and esteem have already been satisfied,

leaving the path open for autonomous fulfillment. Whereas in feminist theory

primary status is placed on the importance of relationships for individual

development, in Maslow the need for social engagement is regarded as a

deficiency to be overcome (see Hanley and Abell 2002: 42).

This emphasis on the individual permeates the concerted effort made by

Lavoie (1992) to develop a Post Keynesian theory of consumption. This is

understandable given the central role of the individual in the dominant

neoclassical research program, against which the Post Keynesian challenge is

orientated. For example, Lavoie highlights the importance of lexicographic

preferences, where an individual orders his or her preferences according to

whether needs are satisfied (see Georgescu-Roegen 1966). This approach

represents an internal critique of the neoclassical approach in which

‘‘standard utility analysis is now insufficient to represent this ordering’’

(Lavoie 1992: 71), but individuals are the basic unit of analysis.

However, once consumers move higher up the hierarchy, the importance of

the lexicographic ordering is downplayed:

This ordering of needs and semi-needs is to some extent the result of innate

preferences, especially again with respect to the lower physiological needs. It is clear,

however, primarily with respect to the more social needs, that the publicity being

exerted by the producing sector, as well as the acquired traditions, will have a

substantial impact on the composition of consumption.

(Lavoie 1992: 75)

For Lavoie, the importance of social needs opens up the extensive

institutional critique of consumer society associated with Veblen and

Galbraith. Once lower needs have been satisfied, it follows that ‘‘consumers
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care about others, or about their relative position. . .Thorstein Veblen (1899)

is known precisely for having emphasized these points’’ (Lavoie 1992: 75).

Galbraith’s Affluent Society (1962) is highlighted as a key contribution to our

understanding of how consumers are manipulated by producers making use

of marketing techniques. ‘‘To the hierarchy of needs corresponds a hierarchy

of consumers, of which marketing officers of large corporations take

advantage, something which Galbraith (1962 Ch. 11) calls the dependence

effect’’ (Lavoie 1992: 75).

Important questions can be asked about this synthesis between the

hierarchy of needs and the institutional critique of consumerism. In

particular, the relationship between the hierarchy of needs and this new

‘‘hierarchy of consumption’’ is unexplained, and in addition it is not at all

clear how, for Lavoie, social needs operate in the hierarchy of needs. Under

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, individuals will move from the third category of

social need, belongingness, onto the fourth category of self-esteem, and if

successful onto the highest level of self-actualization. Since the individual is

unable to progress without satisfying each category of need in the hierarchy,

then it logically follows that lexicographic preferences will apply at these

higher points in the hierarchy. If lexicographic preferences are no longer

relevant, but the hierarchy of needs is still in place, however, then how is the

ordering of needs modelled in the new Post Keynesian theory of consump-

tion? And in more general terms, is the individual still the basic unit of

analysis, or has the analysis moved onto a qualitatively different plane in

which priority is given to social relationships?

UsingMaslow’s approach, an analysis of consumerism is possible, with the

individual as the basic unit of analysis. For Lutz (1999: 318): ‘‘Psychologi-

cally, a preoccupation with materialist values can be explained in Maslowian

terms as the result of stunted growth brought about by a blocked security

need.’’ However, consumerism can be overcome in an affluent society when

individuals achieve self-actualization at the top of the needs hierarchy. The

problem, in developing a Post Keynesian theory of consumption, is that

consumerism is defined as an individual deficiency in the Maslow approach –

there appears to be no basis for a social critique of the affluent society (see

Neher 1991: 102).

A further criticism of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, as a basis for

developing a theory of consumer behavior, is its failure to take into account

learning in an evolutionary context. This is relevant because of the importance

placed on learning in Pasinetti’s (1981) adaptation of the hierarchy of needs, a

contribution that represents an evolutionary strand to the Post Keynesian

synthesis. As argued by Lavoie (1992: 75), ‘‘consumers watch and copy other
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consumers because in so doing they learn how to spend their increased

purchasing power.’’ For Pasinetti, higher levels of income lead to wider

choices available to consumers, as they move away from the physiological

imperatives of basic needs. ‘‘Consumers’ demand becomes dependent less and

less on their instincts and more and more on their knowledge. This means that

each consumer is increasingly bound to carry out a preliminary process of

discovering his preferences before he (or she) can express them’’ (Pasinetti

1981: 75). Since knowledge is acquired from external information, Pasinetti

appears to follow the same approach as Lavoie, using the hierarchy of needs

as a foundation for analyzing consumer behavior, and then moving on to a

qualitatively different theoretical framework.

Neher has argued that the absence of learning in Maslow’s approach is due

to the downgrading of culture as a motor of human development. Neher

(1991: 93) quotes Maslow as stating: ‘‘Our human instincts [including our

needs] are so weak that they need protection against culture, against learning

– in a word, against being overwhelmed by the environment’’ (Maslow 1970:

103). For Maslow, the individual develops his psyche mainly from within, not

on the basis of learning from the cultural environment. It would appear odd

that Pasinetti, with his emphasis on learning, should use the hierarchy of

needs as the starting point for his evolutionary theory of consumer behavior.

In the next part of the paper an alternative theoretical starting point is

suggested for developing an evolutionary approach.

ENTER BOURDIEU

In exploring Bourdieu, as an alternative to Maslow, the importance of two

main concepts can be highlighted. First, Bourdieu has a model of social

structure in which individuals hold endowments of capital. In its simplest

form, the model focuses upon two main types of capital: economic and

cultural. Economic capital captures the money income and wealth which an

individual can hold. This material dimension of capital is both inherited

through family ties and earned in the labor market. Cultural capital is the

more symbolic dimension of capital, which can be defined as the accumulated

stock of knowledge about the products of artistic and intellectual traditions.

The ability of individuals to symbolize to others a high cultural stock of

knowledge depends on their social origin and educational background.

In Chapter 3 of Distinction (1984), Bourdieu’s most important book, he

defines a social space, in which the lifestyles of individuals are categorized

according to both the volume and composition of capital (see Figure 1). In

contrast to the linear hierarchy of traditional class analysis, this social space is
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both vertical and horizontal (see Trigg 2001: 111). The most dominant social

class is endowed with both high economic capital and high cultural capital

(group A). In addition to high incomes, for example, top lawyers will also

have cultivated tastes in opera and classical music. At the bottom of the social

hierarchy are the manual working classes with low endowments of cultural

and economic capital (group D). Indicating the horizontal width of the social

space, some individuals (group B) have high economic and low cultural

capital (for example, small businessmen); and others (group C) have low

economic but high cultural capital (primary school teachers).

Implicit in this description of Bourdieu’s social space is an assumption that

some groups, or class fragments, are made up of individuals with the same

amounts and combinations of capital, sharing the same lifestyle character-

istics. To model the social structure of these groups, Bourdieu develops a

second key concept, the habitus. This is used by Bourdieu to locate the

dispositions of individual agents in the social structure. There are two main

aspects. First, an individual derives the principles which govern his or her

behavior from the social structure, in an unconscious way. The social

structure imposes itself on the dispositions and perceptions of individuals.

Second, the social structure itself is shaped by the way in which individuals

learn and adapt their dispositions. ‘‘The habitus is not only a structuring

structure, which organizes practices and the perception of practices, but also a

structured structure. . .’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 170).

Figure 1: Bourdieu’s classification of lifestyles (source: Rosengren 1995)
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Out of the habitus, common practices are governed by taste, ‘‘the

propensity and capacity to appropriate (materially or symbolically) a given

class of classified, classifying objects or practices. . .’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 173).

Taste is described by Bourdieu as the ‘‘principle of preferences’’ (1984: 177), a

concept which can be used as a way of explaining the way in which preferences

are formed, by material and symbolic imperatives.

For those at the bottom of the social hierarchy, the material constraints

imposed by economic capital are the most important driver of taste. Members

of the manual working class are characterized by the taste of necessity.

Pressures upon economic resources lead to a restricted choice of items of

consumption. The working classes ‘‘tend to go for products that are both

cheap and nutritious’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 190) or most ‘‘filling’’ (Bourdieu 1984:

177). This is the habitus in action, the social structure imposing on manual

workers the taste of necessity.

There is some similarity between Bourdieu’s analysis of consumption at the

bottom of the social hierarchy and the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy of

needs. Bourdieu refers to a ‘‘system of needs’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 375) and the

‘‘working class and its primary needs’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 184). At low levels of

income, there is a close relationship between the choices of individuals and

their primary needs. However, for Bourdieu the relationship between

economic necessity and taste is not direct. Even under severe material

constraints ‘‘necessity can only be fulfilled, most of the time, because the

agents are inclined to fulfill it. . .’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 178). The taste of necessity,

or what Bourdieu also refers to as popular taste, is not directly linked to

income, but is determined by the habitus, the social conditioning associated

with particular combinations of economic and cultural capital, and the social

origin of a person, their inherited position in social space. The advantage of

this approach is that social conditioning is located as part of the core theory.

In contrast, social conditioning does not marry easily with neoclassical

theory. The related concept of heredity developed by Georgescu-Roegen

(1966: 174) is a modification of the core postulates of neoclassical choice

theory.

The importance of the habitus is ‘‘clearly seen when the same income is

associated with very different patterns of consumption’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 375).

For example, ‘‘junior clerical workers, still attached to their peasant or

working-class roots, who get as much satisfaction from calculating how much

they have ‘saved’ by doing without a commodity or service (or ‘doing it

themselves’) as they would have got from the thing itself, but who, equally

cannot ever purchase it without a painful sense of wasting money’’ (Bourdieu

1984: 374). As the term habitus suggests, Bourdieu’s theory has a very
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institutionalist feel to it, with individuals following habitual patterns of

thought that have a social origin.

Hence, in the same way that the Engel curve has been derived from

Maslow’s approach, Bourdieu uses the habitus here to provide an explanation

as to why consumption of a particular good, or more precisely its share in

income, might fall as income rises. ‘‘For a real explanation of the variations

which J.F. Engel’s law merely records, one has to take account of all the

characteristics of social condition which are (statistically) associated from

earliest childhood with possession of high or low income and which tend to

shape tastes adjusted to these conditions’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 177). If an

individual has, through social conditioning, formulated popular tastes, then

increases in consumption will be tempered by these popular tastes as income

increases.

For Bourdieu this focus on the relationship between working class tastes

and necessity provides a basis for analyzing the tastes of higher social strata.

Indeed, for Honneth (1986: 61): ‘‘To be sure, Bourdieu only uses the analysis

of proletarian ‘mass taste’ as a foil for his study of symbolic competitive

struggles of the other social strata.’’ Bourdieu sets up an opposition between

the taste of necessity and the tastes of luxury, the latter being defined by their

distance from necessity. For members of the higher social strata, the basis for

their tastes of luxury is to establish symbolic difference between themselves

and necessity. ‘‘It is no accident that, when they have to be justified, they are

asserted purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 56).

There is a competitive, symbolic struggle in which the higher social strata seek

distinction in their tastes and practices. In relation to the purchase of clothing,

for example, Bourdieu argues that higher social strata employ their cultural

capital to buy items where emphasis is placed upon the ‘‘symbolic profits that

can be expected from such an investment. . .’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 378). Here the

habitus captures the competitive struggle: ‘‘social identity is defined and

asserted through difference’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 172).

In its purest form, or what Bourdieu refers to as a pure gaze, distinction in

consumption is represented by an aesthetic appreciation of art. Unlike

Maslow, who sees the highest form of self-actualization as also being

associated with such creative activities, Bourdieu does not see this as an

enhancement of the human self:

The pure gaze implies a break with the ordinary attitude towards the world, which,

given the conditions in which it is performed, is also a social separation. Ortega y

Gasset can be believed when he attributes to modern art a systematic refusal of all

that is ‘human’, i.e. generic, common – as opposed to distinctive, or distinguished –
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namely, the passions, emotions and feeling which ‘ordinary’ people invest in their

‘ordinary’ lives’.

(Bourdieu 1984: 4)

There is some similarity between Bourdieu and Maslow, in so far as they

both agree that so called higher order tastes involve a downgrading of lower

order tastes, more associated with basic needs. However, whereas Maslow

sees higher order tastes as the ultimate expression of humanity, Bourdieu

develops a virulent critique of the ‘‘essential hypocrisy’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 200)

of bourgeois taste and the inequitable social conditions that are behind it.

Bourdieu provides a potential way forward for economists who, like

Lavoie (1992), seek to develop a critique of consumerism, and an alternative

to the neoclassical theory of consumption. Bourdieu’s theory, with the habitus

and the social space of capitals as a starting point, provides a way of analyzing

tastes for luxury as social phenomena, in contrast to Maslow’s focus on the

self; and as predominantly a system in which distance from necessity and

waste is the overriding outcome (as argued by Veblen and Galbraith). In

addition, rather than developing this social analysis of consumption by

implicitly abandoning the importance of needs and necessity, as has been

observed for Lavoie (1992) and Pasinetti (1981), for Bourdieu luxury tastes

are socially formed in opposition to necessity.

Moreover, for Bourdieu the tastes of the higher social strata ‘‘obey a sort of

generalized Engel’s law. At each level of the distribution, what is rare and

constitutes an inaccessible luxury or an absurd fantasy for those at an earlier

or lower level becomes banal and common, and is relegated to the order of the

taken-for-granted by the appearance of new, rarer and more distinctive

goods’’ (Bourdieu 1984: 247). For those at the top of the social hierarchy,

consumption of each luxury good does not increase in proportion to income.

An Engel curve can summarize the trajectory of a typical luxury good. The

higher the social strata the more likely it is that its members will distinguish

their consumption against that of lower strata, so that consumption of

particular luxury goods will tail off with income.

With respect to sub groups of the ruling class, those at the very top of the

social hierarchy are of course rich in both economic and cultural capital. For

industrial and commercial employers, the composition of capital will be more

skewed towards the economic, but high volumes of both economic and

cultural capital will be held, relative to lower social strata (see Figure 1). With

high holdings of cultural capital, then items of consumer expenditure have

relatively less importance than areas of aesthetic pursuit, which only indirectly

require direct expenditure. Indeed, it will tend to be middle class groups such
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as small business people, with lower volumes of capital, but a higher

composition of economic capital, that engage in crude conspicuous

consumption – consumption that would not be as relevant to the more subtle

tastes of groups at the top of the social hierarchy with high cultural capital.

Although the emphasis of this summary of Bourdieu has been upon the

influence of social structure on the consumption of individuals, it was

mentioned earlier that the habitus also allows for the practices of individuals

to influence the social structure. Bourdieu has a somewhat evolutionary

approach to modelling behavior in which individuals accumulate stocks of

cultural and economic capital through a process of learning. Bourdieu’s social

theory provides a possible alternative foundation to Pasinetti’s (1981)

evolutionary model of consumption, which has been shown to not mesh

easily with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. In considering the social critique of

Maslow, it has also been demonstrated that the downplaying of culture in

Maslow’s approach is one of the key reasons why learning is not properly

accounted for. In Bourdieu’s framework, an alternative foundation to

economic theory is offered, in which the accumulation of cultural capital

through learning can take center stage.

It should also be noted that in his evolutionary approach Bourdieu takes

into account breaks in patterns of consumption. For example, individuals

employed in the new culture industries engage in ‘‘creative redefinition’’

(Bourdieu 1984: 151). As a way forward for evolutionary theory, Bourdieu’s

approach is not restricted to the modeling of gradual cultural change.

CONCLUSIONS

A social critique of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has been attempted, drawing

upon discussions in both psychology and Post Keynesian economics.

Maslow’s approach has been criticized for downplaying social interactions,

and for placing too much emphasis on the individual self, in isolation from

culture and learning. Economic applications of Maslow have been criticized

for using the needs-based approach at the bottom of the hierarchy, but

seeming to replace it at the higher end with a more social and evolutionary

approach

The social theory of Bourdieu has been offered as an alternative to the

Maslow approach, providing the basis for a social critique of consumerism

and an alternative evolutionary theory of consumption. This is a class-based

approach in which prime importance is placed on the role of cultural capital.

For those at the bottom of the social hierarchy, culture has a powerful

influence over expenditure patterns, holding back the response of spending to
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changes in income. In pursuit of higher aesthetic goals, those with higher

cultural capital temper their consumption of luxury goods. The structure of

the social hierarchy both constrains the consumption of lower social strata

and leads to subtle, less conspicuous, consumption patterns at the top of the

social hierarchy: arguments that could provide a social foundation to the

Engel curve.
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