
The most expensive choice is not always the most beautiful one;
often, it is simply the choice most legible as expensive.
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Executive Summary

Affluent families rarely set out to create an excessive wedding. More often, the
budget expands one apparently reasonable decision at a time: a more elaborate
entrance, a more difficult floral installation, an additional service, a more formal
wardrobe, a more impressive display of hospitality. Each choice is assessed against
a moving social standard. What felt exceptional yesterday begins to feel merely
acceptable once it is compared with another family’s event, another circle’s
expectations, or an inherited idea of what a "proper" celebration should look like.

Thorstein Veblen’s analysis of conspicuous consumption offers a useful way to
understand this process without reducing it to vanity. His central insight is that
valuable goods can serve two purposes at once: they can provide an experience, and
they can communicate pecuniary strength and social reputability. In a wedding, those
purposes often overlap. A beautiful object may also reassure a family that the event
looks sufficiently generous, cultivated, or consequential.

The practical question is not whether a wedding should contain luxury. Nor is it
whether status signals can be eliminated. The more useful question is: Which
expenditures create beauty, comfort, meaning, or generosity-and which primarily
answer an imagined ranking exercise?

This paper applies Veblen’s concepts of conspicuous consumption, invidious
comparison, conspicuous waste, habit, and taste to wedding planning. It proposes a
decision framework that allows families to preserve splendor while identifying when
prestige competition is beginning to consume the celebration itself.
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1. The Hidden Escalation in a "Reasonable" Wedding

Wedding spending often grows through comparison rather than through a single desire
for extravagance. A family sees what is customary among its peers and treats the
next level above that standard as the safe or respectable choice. Veblen describes
this dynamic as emulation: each social class treats the class immediately above it
as a model of decency, and the resulting standard moves upward.

The mechanism can operate within a single prosperous community. A choice does not
need to be objectively inadequate to feel inadequate. It only needs to appear less
impressive than a comparable choice elsewhere.

This is what Veblen calls an invidious comparison: the valuation of persons
according to relative worth, producing esteem for those who rank higher and
dissatisfaction among those who rank lower. A wedding may become a stage for this
comparison even when no guest is openly judging it. The family begins to ask:

Will the celebration appear generous enough?

Will the setting communicate the right level of taste?

Will a simpler choice look like a retreat rather than a preference?

Will a practical decision be mistaken for a lack of means?

These questions are not foolish. Reputation matters in social life, and hospitality
is genuinely meaningful. But comparison becomes expensive when it substitutes for a
clear account of what the couple and family actually value.

2. Three Functions of a Wedding Expenditure

A useful first step is to separate the functions an expense may perform. Most
significant choices serve one or more of three purposes.

Experiential value

The expenditure improves what people actually feel, use, see, hear, or remember
during the celebration. It may make the setting more beautiful, the movement of the
day more comfortable, the hospitality more generous, or the ceremony more
emotionally resonant.

Expressive value

The choice communicates something the couple or family sincerely wants to say: a
particular aesthetic, cultural identity, welcome, intimacy, formality, or sense of
occasion.
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Status value

The choice demonstrates pecuniary strength, cultivated taste, access, or exemption
from ordinary practical constraints. Its social meaning may matter to the family,
but its principal function is to be recognized as costly, difficult, rare, or
prestigious.

None of these functions is automatically illegitimate. Veblen’s point is not that
people never enjoy expensive things. It is that costliness can masquerade as beauty,
and social recognition can be mistaken for personal preference. His example of a
costly hand-wrought spoon illustrates the distinction: honorific price may outweigh
mechanical usefulness and shape the judgment of beauty.

Applied to a wedding, the question is not whether a costly choice is "really"
beautiful. It is whether the family can identify what beauty, experience, or meaning
remains if the price signal is removed.

3. When Taste Becomes a Proxy for Cost

Veblen argues that pecuniary canons of taste blend costliness with beauty. Expensive
objects are often experienced as more beautiful because their price has become part
of their social meaning. This is especially relevant in weddings, where many
decisions are aesthetic and highly visible.

A family may genuinely prefer a rare material, a labor-intensive detail, or an
elaborate design. But the preference deserves examination when the justification
repeatedly takes the form of "this is what makes it feel important," "this is what
the setting requires," or "anything less will look cheap." Those statements may
describe authentic emotional needs-or they may reveal that cost has become a proxy
for significance.

A practical test is to ask four questions:

1. If guests could not identify the price, would we still choose it?

2. What specific experience does this improve?

3. What meaning does it express beyond rank?

4. Would a less costly version fail because of quality, or because it would
signal less?

The goal is not to force every choice into practical usefulness. Weddings are
ceremonial by nature, and ceremony often includes beauty that cannot be measured
narrowly. The goal is to distinguish symbolic richness from automatic escalation.
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4. Conspicuous Waste and the Problem of "More"

Veblen uses conspicuous waste in a technical sense: expenditure that does not
enhance human life collectively but does provide satisfaction or status to the
individual consumer. This definition is more precise than the everyday insult
"wasteful." It recognizes that an expenditure may provide private pleasure while
offering little broader usefulness.

That distinction matters for weddings. A dramatic installation, a highly specialized
service, or an elaborate display may be entirely worthwhile if it creates delight,
atmosphere, or generosity for the people present. The same category of expense may
become conspicuous waste when its main purpose is to prove that the family could
afford it.

The planner’s role is not to declare which version is morally acceptable. It is to
make the function visible.

For each major expense, classify it as primarily:

Guest experience: Does it improve comfort, access, participation, or
enjoyment?

Shared meaning: Does it deepen the ceremony, reflect the couple, or express
hospitality?

Visual composition: Does it create beauty that the family genuinely values?

Recognition: Does it mainly establish that the wedding meets or exceeds a
social benchmark?

A single choice can belong to several categories. The value of the exercise is not
the label; it is the conversation the label makes possible.

5. The Benchmark Is a Moving Target

One of Veblen’s most consequential claims is that the desire for pecuniary
superiority cannot be permanently satisfied. Each new level of wealth becomes the
basis for a still higher comparison. Prosperity does not end dissatisfaction when
the standard remains relative.

This explains why a family can have an objectively generous plan and still feel
behind. The benchmark has moved during planning. A feature that once seemed
extraordinary becomes the new baseline, and the family begins adding decisions to
recover the feeling of distinction.

The pattern is intensified by habit. Items initially adopted for display can become
felt necessities once convention incorporates them into the standard of respectable
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living. Veblen argues that a standard of living is easier to raise than to lower
because conspicuous expenditure becomes tied to self-respect and social decency.

In wedding planning, this can appear as the sentence: "Now that we are doing this,
we have to do that." One upgrade creates a new expectation for another. A more
formal setting appears to require a more formal entrance; a more elaborate design
appears to require a more elaborate wardrobe; a larger guest experience appears to
require additional layers of production.

The solution is to establish priorities before the event begins generating its own
obligations. Families should decide which three or four forms of value are
non-negotiable. Everything else can be assessed against those priorities rather than
against the latest comparison.

6. The Invisible Labor Behind Prestige

Veblen’s concept of vicarious leisure describes nonproductive activity performed by
dependents to enhance the reputation of a household head or patron. His broader
point is that status can be displayed through other people’s time, effort, and
constrained activity.

Wedding planning can reproduce this pattern when human labor becomes primarily a
visible demonstration of the family’s capacity to command it. A service may begin as
useful support and gradually become a prestige signal in its own right. The question
is not whether skilled labor should be valued; it should. The question is whether
the labor remains connected to service, craft, and guest experience, or whether its
visibility has become the point.

This distinction also protects the people at the center of the event. Historically,
Veblen observes, women’s clothing could function as vicarious display for a
household by emphasizing expense, incapacity for work, and dependence. Contemporary
couples need not reproduce that arrangement simply because formal conventions have
inherited it. A polished appearance can express personal style and ceremony without
requiring discomfort, impracticality, or the performance of dependence.

A wedding can be formal without treating inconvenience as proof of importance.

7. A Planner’s Framework: Preference, Performance, and Pressure

To help families make decisions without moralizing, planners can use a three-part
review.

5 / 7 Generated by rom2k.com



Preference

What do we actually love? Identify the colors, textures, rituals, foods, spaces,
clothing, music, and forms of hosting that would matter even without an audience
capable of ranking them.

Performance

What are we trying to communicate? Every wedding communicates something. The aim is
not to eliminate communication but to make it intentional. Is the message
generosity, intimacy, artistry, heritage, welcome, seriousness, playfulness, or
simply abundance?

Pressure

What are we afraid someone will conclude if we do less? This question often reveals
the status mechanism. Fear of looking cheap, ordinary, behind, or insufficient may
be attached to a choice whose practical or expressive value is otherwise unclear.

The framework does not require families to reject the choice. It gives them the
ability to approve it knowingly. A family may decide that recognition matters. That
is different from being governed by an unexamined comparison.

8. Designing Against the Status Spiral

Several planning practices follow from Veblen’s analysis.

Set a private definition of "enough." Because the public standard keeps moving, the
family needs an internal stopping rule. Enough should describe the desired
experience, not merely the point at which the event appears expensive.

Separate visibility from importance. Dress, d?cor, and other continuously visible
choices are powerful status signals precisely because they are always in evidence.
Their visibility does not make them more meaningful than less visible investments in
comfort, welcome, or ceremony.

Price the experience, not just the object. Ask what a choice does for the people
present. Cost can be relevant, but it should not be the only evidence that a
decision is valuable.

Review inherited necessities. Some elements feel mandatory because convention has
absorbed them into respectable living. Reconsidering them is not a rejection of
tradition; it is a way to determine whether the tradition still serves the couple
and their guests.
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Protect non-invidious motives. Veblen identifies charity, sociability, sympathy, and
aesthetic communion as forces that counter personal rivalry. In wedding terms,
generosity is strongest when it expands participation and shared pleasure rather
than merely demonstrating capacity to spend.

Conclusion: Luxury With a Clear Point of View

Veblen’s enduring contribution is not a condemnation of wealth or beauty. It is a
method for noticing when social ranking has entered a decision disguised as taste.

A wedding can be luxurious, highly produced, and unmistakably grand while remaining
intentional. The difference lies in whether its expenditures are organized around
the couple’s preferences and the guests’ experience-or around the exhausting demand
to remain visibly ahead.

The best planning conversation is therefore not "How do we spend less?" It is: What
deserves to be lavish because it creates beauty, meaning, generosity, or delight-and
what are we buying only to avoid being compared?

Once that distinction is clear, families do not have to choose between refinement
and restraint. They can choose luxury with a point of view.
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