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Preface
It was after my last temper tantrum that I declared my advocacy for credit consumer rights. I guess before I go on, I need to divulge a bit of my credit history. My credit, surprisingly, should not provoke such emotion. I hold four cards with a limited credit line and this is something for which I am very grateful.
I generally pay all my bills on time and mostly I pay above the minimum payment due. So what, you ask, may induce such tantrums? Well, simple. I am human. Yes, occasionally I may miss a payment. You fiend! You’re probably thinking of me. How could you be so irresponsible? How could you not honor a legal agreement?
Okay, let’s put this into perspective. Life happens and it happens to all of us. Occasionally, a bill gets lost or does not get sent. “Silly girl,” you say, “do banking online.” There is no excuse for losing a bill when all accounts are now electronic.
There were times when I was faced with paying rent or my credit card bills. Should I sustain my life or pay the minimum to a credit lender on time? To me, the decision is the easiest in the world to make. But the ironic thing is missing just one fifteen-dollar payment can be what costs you the opportunity to buy a house or a car. I state this again for dramatic effect, missing just one fifteen-dollar payment could cost your future.
My last tantrum was entirely self-induced. Yes, I was delinquent with my bill. And surprisingly, I was angry that the creditor reported me. And what fuels my frustration further was the only thing keeping me from paying my bill was life. I was punched in the solar plexus by Uncle Sam at tax time. Shit, life was happening to me and it was the credit card companies there to finish the job with a swift kick to my butt. We can scream and shout injustices, but the law is on their side and they are eagerly waiting for us to infringe upon our agreement.
Some may think of these statements as harsh and unfair, given that I own some responsibility. Here is the truth; these creditors that I speak so ill of have the ability to change our credit limits, interest rates, and payment terms and even report your payment performance without giving any notice to you, the consumer. They have the power to screw you without you even knowing.
As the fire in my belly subsides and I become clearer of thought a quote from one of my favorite movies, Animal House pops into my head, “Thank you, Sir. May I have another?” This quote truly captures the heart of the issue. As the American consumers are prisoners of the credit system, we keep asking for more and more punishment, not unlike sadists.
This reminds me further of fraternity hazing where pledges subject themselves to acts of humiliation just for a sense of belonging, so do consumers of credit, with the lenders being fraternity brothers poised with their paddles.
In the Beginning
Once upon a time in a land far, far away there was a fat guy in a toga named Bluto. Bluto gathered around with his toga-clad kin and a rather large challis of wine in his hand. They danced wildly to the jazzy sounds of the horns, beating of drums and the soulful vocal stylings of a man named Otis.
Occasionally one of the kin was struck by the gods. There were orgasmic highs and epileptic seized lows. They fell to the floor and did the lobster. In their drunken stupor one asked the other to buy the next round of wine.
“You haven’t paid me back for the last round.”
“Man, you know I’m good for it.”
“Dude, I’ll spot you again. But you owe me, man.”
And thus credit was established. Well not really. I’m making this up, but it sounds good, doesn’t it?
The credit system has been around for ages. In some cases you could have bartered a shiny stone, animal horn, or possibly death. It depended who you owed. If you owed money for your horse’s shoes at the blacksmith, you could probably give back by offering wool from your sheep flock. If you owed the Catholic Church its Sunday offering you would lose the ability to abolish your sins and in that case the devil would take possession of your soul. Regardless of the payments due for credit, I can honestly say they were a lot less complicated.
Now, I have to admit this book is not going too deep into research. I’ll leave that for the economists, intellectuals and historians. No, this is a bit of mindless meandering, and honestly it is a little more interesting to create a little history than to reveal it. History is of course very subjective to those divulging it. My tactic is the comparison of credit and barter system with fraternal order.
At first I thought, well it is a fun idea. But when I actually did some reading, I found quite a fit. Credit and fraternities go together like peas in a pod, birds of a feather. You can pick your cliché. Brotherhoods of men date back to biblical times with such groups as the Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ, Priory of Sion, Knights of Templar, Roman Collegia, Peoples Front of Judea, or the Judean People’s Front. I’m not sure which one, but I do know one was lead by John Cleese. All were secret societies of men founded under certain collected ideals. Inclusion to any of these mostly likely included rituals, mottos and secret handshakes.
How about those Druids dressed in dark hooded frocks and carrying big sticks? They lurked about the stone pillars of Stonehenge making new rules and regulations for any Druid wannabes. What would they charge new Druid members? Splintered wood coins, a lamb’s skull or a peasant’s little finger?
Again, I am a little loose with the historical accuracy of the Druids and I do not wish to insult any modern day Druid, but I learned the Druids, a historical fraternal system, prided themselves on intellectual and profound thought, much like today’s collegiate fraternities. The Druids were keen on teaching youngsters humanitarian ideals, just like fraternity car washes with sudsy chicks dressed in tight see-through T-shirts, and my all time favorite, “Dunk a hunk.” Can you see the correlation between the two? It is a sad comment on today’s society of fraternities, that the ancient Druids were more revered and dignified. But let’s move on.
Let’s take for example the Knights of the Roundtable a historical brotherhood of men who sat around a round table, gulping ale and snacking on dried cow chips. I would surmise that these were the jocks of the historical fraternity systems as they had the cool uniforms, shiny weapons-and let’s not forget the chicks. Those knights, leader of the pack Arthur along with the sexy stud Lance A Lot and party go hardy Galahad really had a way with the ladies. They were loads of fun until they lost their mojo to a lady in a lake. What wannabe peasant lad wouldn’t want to ride with this crew?
Those chosen to ride along with this crew were subject to an agonizing initiation by Merlin the Magician. Not so much that it was painful or humiliating, no they had to sit through a magician’s act. In this case I’d beg for the paddle.
Many of these fraternities were founded to unite those with similar trades and skills and to attract younger men to their trades, thus the idea of apprenticeship was formed. These fraternities became a rite of passage for a lot of young men, very inclusive and only a select few were allowed to join.
See, here is my thought to all this; Why not just get together with a bunch of buds and take turns springing for beer while undertaking deep, drunken and intellectual conversations? I would like to use the Amish and their famous barn buildings as an example. Everyone gathers around for a pot luck dinner and then build a barn. They make a party out of their work. This is brotherhood without dues and fees. True brotherhood is one that doesn’t cost a cent. Wow, what a concept, something for nothing.
The fraternal order that we know of today was founded during colonial times. It truly raises the statue of fraternal order especially when there is ivy growing on stone walls. For these fraternities, social standing and money was the requirement to belong. It wasn’t that they discriminated against those of lesser income, only because, let’s face it; Education was available for the few, elite wealthy. Shocking, people would be judged solely on money. Gee, can you believe it? Money is more elite than intellectual brilliance. Yes, it is something I personally have come to terms with.
It is hard for me to believe that these original fraternity brothers anticipated beer bongs and wet willies. But then, maybe they sucked ale from the feather in their cap and-when drunk and beyond comprehension called it macaroni. It’s a feather, fool. However, I tend to look at this like inbreeding. The more you start breeding fraternities the more stupid they get. And of course like pure, inbred dogs violent natures can become a strong, factoring trait. Stupidity and violence could be a cause for deaths during fraternity hazing. Well, it is just a thought.
Here is the basis for my comparison. Today’s creditors and corporations base marketing schemes on our wants and inner most desire to be like everyone else, so much for individualism. It is something in which we want to have and feel we need. It is a ploy for our belonging.
I will layout all the media advertisements that demonstrate how these credit corporations enhance our lives just like a big brother in a fraternal order. But, to be reminded, nothing comes free and there is always a due for our membership. Creditors take it a step further.
The idea of credit in American started with the invention of large appliances and automobiles. You can thank the Industrial Revolution for your credit debt. Just like today, people of the early Twentieth Century needed help buying refrigerators, washers and dryers.
This credit was extended only as a luxury to those who could afford to pay. If you were rich you were extended credit. If you were poor you would continue to do your laundry down by the river. You could not afford a car, so you had to walk ten miles up hill to school both ways!
It does have some someone who couldn’t pay? But, like most cases, it is the people in need who deserve the help, not the privileged few.
As time passed, banks and corporations realized the benefit of extorting money from the general public. I do say this with sarcasm of course because we are not really being extorted, only partially. It is the legal kind of extortion. You know when you steal half a cent on every dollar. Who would notice?
The banks and corporate lenders found out what patsies we the American public are and our need for useless products and services. It is these corporations who set the dues and fees for membership to each bank and card services. They set the terms, rules and regulations for us to follow. And for a sense of belonging and being part of the herd, we accept these terms, rules, regulations, fees, charges and dues without questions or hesitations. We are pretty much asking for it. Get your beer bongs ready and let the extortion begin.
Pledges - Preferred
On college campuses as well as the world of credit, there is the “preferred” class. The preferred of the class are the jocks, cheerleaders, super geniuses, and those stuffy rich folks with pipes and ascots. You all know whom I’m talking about. The pledges that are wanted by fraternities; those not only welcome, but sought after.
There is no question of their acceptance the moment they walk onto campus and some even prior to their first steps on campus. We call them legacies. In the world of credit, these pledges are known as preferred customers, not only granted credit cards, but they are also offered lower interest rates, better fees, and benefits the rest of us only dream of.
These people are not just preferred and accepted, but hold a sort of rank in social circles. In the eyes of others they are without flaws. They have bright, toothy sparkling smiles and blond bouncy curls. There are no doodles in their textbooks. They actually have the nerve to take notes in class and they are first to raise their hand to respond to the professor’s question.
So I begin this paragraph with a bit of resentment about jocks and the silver platter they are offered the day they walk onto credit campus. Here son, have a Corvette or a Porsche. Here, take this girl, or two. It is called the “Free Ride.” The only free ride I was ever offered was by a construction worker in Time Square, but I think there might have been a slightly different connotation. My resentment is overwhelming.
What makes them better than me? I am reminded that it is money that drives this crazy society in which we live. You see, a painting or beautifully written prose does not fill stadium seats. I get it now, duh, your credit rating directly relates to what one contributes to the capitalist machine. Unfortunately, for an artist you have to be dead to sell a painting. Where is the fun it that?
But I have to pull back on my resentment due to my experience working in the fashion industry. I had access to free cashmere sweater samples. Okay, so the sweater had three sleeves. The neck and armhole were so tight my skin turned a bluish gray. Did I care if I went out in public having “sample” stamped across my back? Hell no, it was cashmere. I could roll around naked in a pile of ill-fitting, ink stained, mutilated cashmere sweaters. It was a lot cheaper than paying for a male escort. Male escorts were simply not in my budget.
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