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Why Not Real Status Instead of Symbols?

By CHARLES McCABE, ESQ.

Somebody was talking about the guys who had
the season tickets on the 50-yard line, and the boxes
behind first base, and about how these were great
status symbols and all, when the guy with the red
hair spoke up:

“Who needs status symbols? I've got status.”

He said it quietly, Moreover, it was true, This
fella was good at his job, and knew it. He kept a wife
well enough so he knew she wasn't about to leave
him. He could handle his kids, and his liquor. What-
ever he had, he was in command of, He knew where
he stood.
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Which makes him an unusual gent in our time
and place, Where a deep nagging personal uncer-
tainty hides behind the armorplate of the white
Caddie, the country club you can't afford, the Scotch
that costs a quarter more and isn't really as good, the
mistress who spends half her life playing Lady Nar-
cissus at Elizabeth Arden’s.

Or, on another economic and cultural level, the
Faberge cufflinks, the fuel-injected Mercedes, the
suits from Lesley and Roberts, the shirts from Jermyn
street, the Jackson Pollock which really irritates the
hell out of you, 2

What are the status symbolists trying to prove?
To be sure, some of those who go for the Very Best
do so to satisfy their taste, and because they have
the loot,
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But a far greater number of these babies go for
the status symbol—whether it be the copy of En-
counter on the living room table, or the Hawaiian
muu-muu in the Negro suburb-—because of a deep
feeling of inner worthlessness. Which is somehow
expunged by paying money to get “a symbol of
worth.”

To the man who can afford it, a Renoir is not a
status symbol, To the man who cannot, it is, And he's
usually not in the least offended that you should call
it a status symbol. In fact, he's rather proud.

In the mixed-up language of our time, a proper

status symbol is the equal of true worth. In the eyes
of many it's better,

The lives of millions of Americans consist in
trading their abilities and talents and time for money
to buy what amounts to a vast collection of wistful-
magical objects—things which bear no relation to
their real physical needs, but which satisfy their real,
and pathetic, spiritual requirements.

There isn't a man living who hasn't a share of
true worth, but most of us take pleasure in forfeiting
even the little we have in favor of the illusion of
Making It Big.
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Most status symbols are, like the obsidian arti-
facts of the ancient Mexican Indians, representative
of death. Including, or especially, the dead mistress
under the Arden dryer,

Somebody in a mystical vision once described
Hollywood as a black 22-foot Cadillac tooling down
Sunset boulevard, with a long elegant feminine arm
sticking out. The arm, encased in an elbow-length

ruffled glove, supported a diamond bracelet. It held
onto a half-eaten bagel.

And a hero of our time is the rueful windbag
created by Arthur Miller in “The Death of a Sales-
man,” who honestly believed:

“It’s not what you do . . . It's who you know and
the smile on your face. It's contacts.”

“, .. The man who makes an appearance in the
business world, the man who creates personal inter-
est, is the man who gets ahead. Be liked and you will
never want.”

I think it will come as no great shock to you that
the world is full of laddies in Caddies who haven't a
friend to their names.

So Old Coachie's message for the day is to drop
the word symbol from the beloved phrase “status
symbol.” "There’s really nothing wrong with having
real personal status,

You can start by leveling with yourself the next
time you are tempted to act like a sapphire-studded
phony. Which should be about ten times in the next
half hour, if you're anything like me.
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