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heir VALUES

In a post-material era, people seek status, purpose,

and h.ppiness-and cast their baltots accordingly.

I b2 Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberter

ocial values research was born
from an effort to understand
the explosion of new values
and identities in the post-
scarcity consumer societies

Thanks in large part to the success of
market capitalism and postwar liberal-
ism, the vast majority of Americans
today are post-materialists. In contrast
to 1933, very fewAmericans now worry
about having enough to eat or having a
roof over their heads. (This is even truer
of voters than nonvoters.) This is not to
say that Americans no longer worry
about their material lives. They do. But
they do so for post-materialist reasons
and in post-materialist ways.

American Dream. The implications
for politics are significant. Very few
Americans are so poor that their mat-
erial survival is in questior, xs it was
during the Great Depression. Social
mobiliry may objectively be harder to
accomplish today than it was 20 years
ago. But the vast majoriry ofAmericans
continue to believe in the American
Dream and tend to identify up, not
down, the class ladder. Efforts to appeal
to alleged material interests, therefore,
are unlikely to bring white working-
class voters back into the Democratic
Parry fold. Post-materialist Americans
moved beyond such concerns decades
ago. It is only unreconstructed liberal
Democrats who, in their politicd calcu-
lations, have not. Similarly, putting
poverry at the center of one's politics
fails to recognize the ways in which
America remains a deeply aspirational

that emerged after 
'S7orld 'War 

II. It
builds on breakthroughs in the fields of
psychology, sociology, and anthro-
pology. For 20 years, corporations have
used social values research to reposition
old brands and create new ones. These
tools are now available to progressives
seeking to take advantage of changing
trends in social values.

For this research to be useful, we
must first understand the consensus
that has emerged within the social sci-
ences about how American values are
changing and how that should affect
the decisions of politicians and candi-
dates for public office.

The first thing people in politics
today need to understand is that most
Americans are post-materialists. In the
1950s, the American psychologist
Abraham Maslow famously proposed
that humans have a "hierarchy of
needs"-beginning with the material
needs of food, shelter, securiry and
freedom-which must be fulfilled
before we can pursue what sociologists
today cdl "post-material needs." These
are desires for status, belonging, com-
muniry a purposeful life, fulfillment,
and happiness, among others.

country that has long been more com-
mitted to greatness than to altruism.

A second and related point is that
Americans neither rationally assess nor
vote their material self-interest.
American liberals sometimes seem to
be the last people on earth who cling
to the fantasy that voters (themselves
included) rationally calculate their
material self-interest. The last 30 years
of social science research-including
social psychology, sociology, and cog-
nitive science-should have long since
disabused everyone of the rationalis-
tic fallacy. Even economics, the last
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) Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberter are polit ical strategists and co-founders of American Environics. Their book, The End of

Environmentalism and the Birth of a New American Polit ics, will be pubtished in 2007 by Houghton Miffl in.
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