
 
INTRODUCTORY NOTE: Phyllis Rose has published biographies of Virginia Woolf and 
Josephine Baker, as well as the book Parallel Lives: Five Victorian Marriages. The following 
passage is adapted from an essay she published in 1984. 
 

Shopping and Other Spiritual Adventures 
 
          Last year a new Waldbaum's Food Mart opened in the shopping mall on Route 66. It 
belongs to the new generation of superdupermarkets open twenty-four hours that have 
computerized checkout. I went to see the place as soon as it opened and I was impressed. There 
was trail mix in Lucite bins. There was freshly made pasta. There were coffee beans, four kinds 
of tahini, ten kinds of herb teas, raw shrimp in shells and cooked shelled shrimp, fresh-
squeezed orange juice. Every sophistication known to the big city, even goat's cheese covered 
with ash, was now available in Middletown, Connecticut. People raced from the warehouse 
aisle to the bagel bin to the coffee beans to the fresh fish market, exclaiming at all the new 
things. Many of us felt elevated, graced, complimented by the presence of this food palace in 
our town. 
 
         This is the wonderful egalitarianism of American business. Some people may find it dull 
to cross the country and find the same chain stores with the same merchandise from coast to 
coast, but it means that my town is as good as yours, my shopping mall as important as yours, 
equally filled with wonders. Imagine what people ate during the winter as little as seventy-five 
years ago. They ate food that was local, long-lasting and dull, like acorn squash, turnips and 
cabbage. Walk into any American supermarket in February and the world lies before you: 
grapes, melons, artichokes, fennel, lettuce, peppers, pistachios, dates, even strawberries, to say 
nothing of ice cream. 
 
        Another wonder of Middletown is Caldor, the discount department store. Here is man's 
plenty: tennis racquets, pantyhose, luggage, glassware, records, toothpaste, Timex watches, 
Cadbury's chocolate, corn poppers, hair dryers, warm-up suits, car wax, light bulbs, television 
sets. All good quality at low prices with exchanges cheerfully made on defective goods. There 
are worse rules to live by. I feel good about America whenever I walk into this store, which is 
almost every midwinter Sunday afternoon, when life elsewhere has closed down. I go to Caldor 
the way English people go to pubs: out of sociability. To get way from my house. To widen my 
horizons. For culture's sake. Caldor provides me too with a welcome sense of seasonal change. 
When the first outdoor grills and lawn furniture appear there, it's as exciting a sign of spring as 
the first crocus or robin. 
 
          Someone told me about a Soviet emigre who practices English by declaiming, at random, 
sentences that catch his fancy. One of his favorites is, "Fifty percent off all items today only." 
Refugees from Communist countries appreciate our supermarkets and discount department 
stores for the wonders they are. An Eastern European scientist visiting Middletown wept when 
she first saw the meat counter at Waldbaum's. On the other hand, before her year in America 
was up, her pleasure turned sour. She wanted everything she saw. Her approach to consumer 
goods was insufficiently abstract, too materialistic. We Americans are beyond a simple, 
possessive materialism. We're used to abundance and the possibility of possessing things. The 



things, and the possibility of possessing them, will still be there next week, next year. So today 
we can walk the aisles calmly. 
 
         It is a misunderstanding of the American retail store to think we go there necessarily to 
buy. Some of us shop. There's a difference. Shopping has many purposes, the least interesting 
of which is to acquire new articles. We shop to cheer ourselves up. We shop to practice 
decision-making. We shop to be useful and productive members of our class and society. We 
shop to remind ourselves how much is available to us. We shop to remind ourselves how much 
is to be striven for. We shop to assert our superiority to the material objects that spread 
themselves before us. 
 
         Shopping's function as a form of therapy is widely appreciated. You don't really need, 
let's say, another sweater. You need the feeling of power that comes with buying or not buying 
it. You need the feeling that someone wants something you have—even if it's just your money. 
To get the benefit of shopping, you needn't actually purchase the sweater, any more than you 
have to marry every person you flirt with. In fact, window-shopping, like flirting, can be more 
rewarding, the same high without the distressing commitment, the material encumbrance. The 
purest form of shopping is provided by garage sales. A connoisseur goes out with no goal in 
mind, open to whatever may come his or her way, secure that it will cost very little. Minimum 
expense, maximum experience. Perfect shopping. 
 
          When Solzhenitsyn rants about American materialism, I have to look at my digital Timex 
and check what year this is. Materialism? Like conformism, it was a hot moral issue of the 50s, 
but not now. How to spread the goods, maybe. Whether the goods are The Good, no. 
Solzhenitsyn, like the visiting scientist who wept at the beauty of Waldbaum's meat counter but 
came to covet everything she saw, takes American materialism too materialistically. He doesn't 
see its spiritual side. Caldor, Waldbaum's, Bob's Surplus—these, perhaps, are our cathedrals. 
 
 
 
 
ESSAY TOPIC: What does Rose see as "the spiritual side" of shopping? What do you think of 
her views? To develop your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples drawn from your own 
experience, your observation of others, or any of your reading --including "Shopping and Other 
Spiritual Adventures" itself. 
 
 
 


