


Today, we change our clothes and our shoes with
the weather. Boots for winter and sandals for summer
(and more than one pair of each, dress and casual).
And there’s that one pair of orange (!) slinky, sexy san-
dals that I bought in 1974 and wore on the one day in
my life that I pretended to be slinky and sexy. (Add
another four.)

Most Minnesotans also own seasonal play shoes:
ski boots (cross country or downhill or both) and ice
skates and, increasingly, in-line skates. If Sarah Christie
Stevens ice skated or skied or roller-skated, she attached
runners or blades or wheels to her boots. If we’re lucky,
our ice skates are made by Reidell, the specialists just
across the street from Red Wing Shoes, and our in-line
skates by Rollerblade—the brand name—in Minneapolis.

Then there are the miscellaneous ones: the old pair
that I garden in, the too-small penny loafers, now ten
years old, that I leave in my office in case I wear boots to
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work but forget to bring shoes. I have a pair of Welling-
tons somewhere (lost?). (How many does that add up
to? More than I want to count.)

So, this is part of how we end up buying—and
believing that we need—more than Sarah’s three pairs
of shoes: wanting the right shoe for the right occasion
and segmenting our lives into more occasions.

SHOES, LIKE GOODS generally, don’t just serve a prac-
tical purpose; they have a meaning. If shoes were just
shoes, pollsters wouldn’t ask women what was their
“favorite item of clothing to buy,” and 6 out of 10
wouldn’t answer “shoes.” Nor would 6 out of 10 women
tell another pollster that there’s no such thing as too
many shoes.40

Shoes cover our feet, but which shoes we choose
express and convey something about ourselves. Because
we can choose from such a huge range (shoe superstore
Just for Feet stocks 5,000 different styles in each store
and offers a free thirteenth pair to anyone who buys
12), our choices mean something. Manufacturers—and
their ad agencies—understand this dynamic and sell us
something more than shoes, too. Facing a mid-19gos
slump in shoe sales, one shoemaking executive told his
colleagues, “You have to give [consumers] an emotional
reason to buy a product.” Reebok told its shareholders
in 1999, “We are not just a sneaker company,” and its
charter declares that the company has a “fun, energetic
culture” that is “relentlessly committed” to its custom-
ers’ success. Nike declares that it wants to “establish and
nurture relevant emotional ties with consumer seg-
ments.” Rockport asserts that “freedom begins with
comfort.” “When you’re comfortable with yourself, you
can do anything. Rockport shoes are part of this move-
ment. Insist on comfort in every aspect of your life.”4!

I've selected these at random. Other shoe manu-
facturers are also selling values in addition to shoes,
just different values: beautiful, stylish, rebellious, sexy,
responsible, economical, artistic, rugged, individualistic,
manly, feminine. In the industrial revolution, things
acquired meaning and came to represent and convey
people’s values, politics, and identity. We may not
intend to demonstrate who we are by what we buy,
but our things do have political, social, and emotional
meanings.

In The Theory of the Leisure Class (189q) Thorstein
Veblen critiqued the Gilded Age’s extraordinary dis-
plays of what he called “conspicuous consumption.”
Veblen excoriated people for their flagrant use of
“stuff” to demonstrate their class. Perhaps his response



wasn’t rooted in a particularly Minnesota consciousness,
but New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik found it both “odd
and apt that the three most eloquent satirists of Ameri-
can display in the first half of the twentieth century—
Veblen, [F. Scott] Fitzgerald, and [Sinclair] Lewis—
were all Minnesota boys abroad.”42

Some people have long known about the relation-
ship between things and identity, perhaps because they
were forced into consciousness about it. From the
1750s to the 18g0s, certainly, and as late as the 1840s,
Dakota, Ojibwe, Euro-Americans, and mixed-blood
people—women and men—in our region all wore moc-
casins most of the time. European fur traders may have
arrived in European shoes but did not stay in them for
long. The greater suitability of moccasins was immedi-
ately evident, and whites adapted. Moccasins were prac-
tical, comfortable, warm, dry, quiet, simple to make but
possible to make beautiful.

The common footwear hints at a time when these
people lived in overlapping and intersecting, sometimes
even congenial, worlds. As the relationships changed
with statehood and a string of disregarded promises, so
did the shoes. First whites took off their moccasins, then
pushed Indians to abandon
them as well; they represent-
ed what increasingly came to
be identified by whites—even

Man making a pair of moccasins, about 1918

conveyed values. Many Native Americans continue to
make and wear traditional moccasins, which continue
to be items of comfort, beauty, and identity.43

Most of the rest of us have learned less harshly that
our identity is implied by our choice of shoes. In her
wonderful little book on shoes, O’Keefe argues that
“shoes are the gateway to the psyche.” Some people may
never think about it consciously, but that doesn’t negate
the revealing power of the choices. A 16-year-old sets a
different path for himself (and a different social circle)
if he wears Doc Martens or Birkenstocks or wingtips.
My friends would faint dead away if I showed up in
three-inch heels or a pair of feathery mules. Obviously,
shoes don’t tell everything, but they can suggest a lot
about a person.#

Similarly, shoes don’t tell us everything about a state,
but they’re one way to its heart, to understanding it
over this last 100 years, to thinking about industrializa-
tion and consumerism in our own lives—to thinking
about changes over time. Industrialization has altered
so much about us—how we live and where, with what
expectations and desires, how we make our livings and
with what sense of ourselves, and, even, what shoes we
buy, where and how they
were made, where we buy
them, and what we want
from them.

Sarah’s Minnesota was

those whites who had been
part of it—as a less civilized

time. When whites next set
about “civilizing” Minnesota
Indians in boarding schools,
they cut the boys’ hair, forbid
the use of native languages,
and took away their moc-
casins. School officials issued
instead hard-soled, ill-fitting,
leather boots that cut and
blistered the feet. The stu-
dents had to make do. Some-
times they were quite enter-
prising. A few cut off the soles
and threw them away, then
turned the leather uppers
into quite crude, but entirely
better and more comfortable,
moccasins. Doing so was an
act of both self-preservation
and self-assertion. Whites and
Indians both knew that shoes

rural, agricultural, and on its
way to being the Minnesota
that it has become. We do
her an injustice if we roman-
ticize her times (the good old
days) or her (how could she
have done all that work?).
She was not essentially differ-
ent from us. If she’d been
given the choice, she proba-
bly would have owned more
than three pairs of shoes. But
she lived in a different world
that offered her different
choices. She couldn’t have
anticipated that we would
one day live as we do now.

If Sarah had been born a
hundred years later she
would now be about my age.
My memory bank holds
Hubert Humphrey, Rudy
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Boschwitz, Walter Mondale, Dave
Durenberger, Gene McCarthy, and
Jessie Ventura; Edo De Waart and
Kirby Puckett and Bud Grant and
Curt Carlson, Meridel LeSueur, John
Hassler, Patricia Hampl, and Phillip
Brunelle.

I’'ve watched the coming of snow-
mobiles and the internet, of cable
television, video-cassette recorders,
and answering machines. I've been a
beneficiary and a promoter of the
breakdown of rigid gender roles and
of a greater appreciation of many
kinds of differences. I've witnessed tur-
bulent controversies about taconite
dumping into Lake Superior, abortion, motorized vehi-
cles in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness,
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Indian spear fishing on Mille Lacs,
the Vietnam War.

My Minnesota is urban, industrial,
and on its way to being yet again
another Minnesota whose contours
we can see no more clearly than
Sarah could predict the century
ahead of her. The industrial revolu-
tion is over, and we’re standing in
the early stages of another economic
adjustment—post-industrialism—that
will provoke other cultural earth-
quakes.

Our shoes don’t tell us every-
thing we need to know about those
changes—or about the others that
swirl around us. They do, however, walk us across the
divide between Sarah’s time and our own.
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