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Demystifying Economic Systems through Biographies/Archaeologies of Consumption 

 

Introduction 

Many students are introduced to the social sciences through ISS 1120The Social Environment. As 

taught at the Wolfson Campus, ISS 1120 also incorporates elements of the global citizenship and 

civic engagement. One area however in which students feel particularly disempowered is 

challenging the current economic arrangement in the United States, one in which their primary 

value is as consumers generating profits for corporations.  The following lesson aims to show 

students that their true power in fact lies in what appears to be a subordinate and exploited 

position.  

Goals  

The following exercise will demystify national and global economic systems by introducing 

students to key economic processes and having them construct biographies or archaeologies of 

consumption. The economy is often presented as something beyond human control and ordinary 

understanding, while at the same time used to frame most if not all government policies. Within 

the dominant ideology of neoliberalism, it is used as an excuse to justify cuts in funding to a 

number of public institutions and services, to explain the lack of jobs, and to justify tax cuts and 

subsidies for corporations and the wealthy. Coupled with an ideology of individual responsibility 

for success and failure, individual citizens are disempowered by feeling on the one hand at the 

mercy of economic forces beyond their control, and on the other as if they have no right to 

demand changes to the economic system or assistance from the government. Students learn 

however that the economy is a human –made social arrangement, and that they, as workers, tax-

payers, and most importantly as consumers, provide the foundation for wealth accumulation in 

the United States. They should therefore feel entitled to question the current economic 

arrangement and demand economic policies and funding for public institutions that support just 

and sustainable social and natural environments for all beings. 

 

Instructional Objectives  

At the end of the lesson, students should: 

1. Understand that economic systems are not forces of nature but are human-made; 

2. Understand their crucial role in the economic system as workers, taxpayers, and, most 

importantly, as consumers; 



3. Understand that the economic system can change to better serve all people and beings 

impacted by it both here and abroad; 

4. Understand that current levels of consumption are damaging to the natural and social 

environments we all share; 

5. Feel empowered to change the economic system to construct a more just and responsible 

social arrangement. 

Assignment 

The following activity may be presented within the context of the discussion of global economic 

systems or the American political economy. It is designed to make students aware of just how 

vitally important they are to the economy of the United States and the global economic system. 

The idea is introduced that no one „makes‟ money but accumulates it from the myriad purchases 

each person makes, or are made for citizens, on a daily basis. It can be designed as either a short 

lesson encompassing as little as one 50-minute class sessions or several sessions.  

1. Students are introduced to key economic principles and the dominant economic ideology 

of neoliberalism as an ideology designed to assist wealth accumulation by harnessing all 

the functions of government to the service of capital holders, as well as alternatives from 

around the world. 

2. Students may watch one or a number of documentaries that highlight aspects of the global 

or national economic system, for example: 

a. “Inside Job” (The film offers an explanation of how the 2008 financial crisis came 

about, most importantly that it was a human-made crisis driven by a neoliberal 

ideology generated in Wall Street and major universities and implemented by 

politicians in Washington.) 

b. “The Story of Stuff” (This brief documentary looks at how we became a nation of 

consumers and the global economic system that produces our commodities and 

waste.) 

c. “China Blue” or “Maquiapolis” (Both documentaries examine the difficult lives of the 

people who make what we consume in China and Mexico respectively.) 

d. “New Rulers of the World” (The documentary traces the history of globalization back 

to colonialism and examines the exploitation of sweatshop workers in Indonesia.) 

e. E-Waste (There are a number of documentaries on electronic waste processing in 

India and Africa.) 

f. Car Battery Disposal in Mexico (Automobile battery disposal in Mexico exposes 

workers and local populations to high levels of lead.) 

g. Pacific Trash Island (A number of documentaries examine the growing plastic trash 

island in the Pacific gyre and look at the role of plastic water bottles.) 

3. Students are asked to form groups of 4-5 and generate biographies or archaeologies of 

consumption by listing the many purchases they make on a daily, weekly, and monthly 

basis. The purchases include everything from a cup of coffee to car insurance, from utilities 

to tuition, medicine, interest, etc. They are also asked to make a list of the many items that 

are purchased in their name by various levels of government through taxation and fees, 

such as office supplies, oil subsidies, or assassination drones. Finally they are asked make 



a list of their sources of income. (A short lesson may take10-15 minutes; a longer lesson 

may take multiple sessions.) 

4. For a short lesson, the groups share their responses and one large list is compiled on the 

board. As the list begins to cover the board, the centrality of students to the economy as 

direct and indirect consumers becomes apparent. For a longer project, students can 

present either group or individual trash collages or sculptures (archaeologies of 

consumption) exposing the magnitude of individual consumption. 

5. Finally, students will write a reflection paper in which they explore the following questions: 

a. What role do you play in the economy? Do the wealthy become wealthy in a vacuum, 

i.e. outside of a society that provides the means and possibility for wealth 

accumulation? 

b. Is the current economic arrangement in the United States or global economic system 

fair and does it make any long term environmental, ethical, or even economic sense?  

c. In your opinion, what would a just, responsible, and sustainable economic system 

look like? What would you like to change about the current global economic system? 

6. Students will be assessed relative to the lesson objectives through either the reflection 

essay, or a combination of the reflection essay and the trash collages/sculptures. 


