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The Embarrassment Of Riches

The Embarrassment Of Riches:
Abundance, Anxiety, and the
Paradox of Prosperity

We live in an age of unprecedented material wealth. Shelves groan
under the weight of consumer goods, our homes are filled with gadgets
we barely use, and our digital wallets offer the promise of instant
gratification. Yet, alongside this abundance, a quieter, more complex
emotion often stirs. It is not pure joy, nor simple gratitude. It is a
feeling of subtle unease, a sense that perhaps we have too much. This is
the essence of what historians and social critics call  the
embarrassment of riches. Far more than a simple phrase describing
affluence, it represents a profound cultural and psychological paradox:
the discomfort, guilt, and moral anxiety that can accompany great
wealth and excess, especially within a society that values modesty,
community, or spiritual purity. To understand this phenomenon is to
understand a deep-seated tension at the heart of modern life.

The term itself was popularized by the historian Simon Schama in his
landmark book, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of
Dutch Culture in the Golden Age. Schama used it to describe the peculiar
moral predicament of the Dutch Republic in the 17th century. Here was
a nation that had amassed phenomenal wealth through its mercantile

empire, its art market booming and its cities flourishing. Yet, this
prosperity was built upon a foundation of strict Calvinist piety. The
church preached humility, simplicity, and the inherent sinfulness of
worldly pride. A wealthy Dutch merchant, therefore, lived in a state of
chronic tension. He could display his success through a magnificent
townhouse or a lavish still-life painting, but to do so too ostentatiously
was to risk accusations of vanity and a straying from God’s grace. The
luxury was a constant reminder of its potential for corruption. This
historical context gives the phrase a specific weight, but its relevance
stretches far beyond the canals of 17th-century Amsterdam.

The Historical Roots of Wealth Guilt

To fully grasp the embarrassment of riches, one must first appreciate its
deep historical and philosophical roots. The anxiety over abundance is
not a modern invention. Almost every major religious and ethical
tradition has grappled with the moral hazards of wealth. In the New
Testament, Jesus’s warning that “it is easier for a camel to go through
the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom
of God” has cast a long shadow over Western attitudes toward material
success. Similarly, the Stoics of ancient Rome and Greece championed
virtue and inner peace over the pursuit of worldly possessions, viewing
the desire for riches as a pathway to anxiety and moral decay.



What the Dutch Golden Age provided was a unique historical laboratory
where this tension was played out on a national scale. The Dutch were
the first modern consumer society. Their homes were filled with maps,
globes, fine linens, and exquisite paintings. Yet, their culture was also
saturated with moralizing literature and sermons warning against the
very comforts they enjoyed. This created a distinct cultural aesthetic.
Still-life paintings of lavish banquets, known as pronkstilleven, were
incredibly popular. On one level, they were a celebration of Dutch
prosperity. On another, they served as a vanitas motif—a reminder of
the fleeting nature of life and the emptiness of material pleasure, often
featuring a skull, a wilting flower, or a snuffed-out candle alongside the
silver platters and exotic fruits. The art itself became a vehicle for
managing the embarrassment of riches, allowing the wealthy to enjoy
luxury while simultaneously acknowledging its ultimate futility.

The Rise of Bourgeois Morality

The Dutch solution to this moral discomfort was to develop a robust
culture of bourgeois respectability. Wealth was acceptable, even
laudable, as long as it was earned through honest, hard work and not
squandered on frivolous displays. The concept of the “good
householder” became central. A man’s wealth was a sign of God’s
blessing, but it also came with a heavy responsibility. He was expected
to be frugal, charitable, and a good steward of his resources. This ethic
is a direct precursor to our modern ideas of personal financial
responsibility and the moral imperative of philanthropy. The modern-
day embarrassment of riches is often less about explicit religious sin and
more about a failure to live up to this secularized version of bourgeois
morality: a sense that one hasn’t earned what one has, or isn’t using it for
the greater good.

The Embarrassment of Riches in the
Modern World

Today, the embarrassment of riches manifests in countless ways, often
more subtle and pervasive than in the 17th century. It is the uneasy
feeling you get when you realize your walk-in closet holds more shoes
than you could wear in a lifetime. It is the social awkwardness of
discussing a recent vacation or a home renovation with a friend who is
struggling financially. It is the quiet guilt of clicking “buy now” on yet
another online order, knowing full well the item will soon be forgotten.
In an age of hyper-consumerism, where our wealth is often hidden
behind credit scores and retirement accounts, the discomfort is less
about theological damnation and more about a perceived lack of
authenticity and a deep-seated fear of being judged.

The Psychology of Discomfort with Wealth

Psychologists and social commentators have identified several key
drivers of this modern anxiety. One is the phenomenon of “social
comparison.” In a hyper-connected world, our reference group for
wealth is no longer just our neighbors; it is the global elite we see on
social media and in entertainment. This can create a peculiar double
bind. Someone in the top 1% of global earners might feel poor
compared to billionaires, or feel rich and guilty when comparing
themselves to someone in the bottom 50%. This constant upward
comparison fuels a sense of never having enough, while downward
comparison can trigger intense feelings of shame and privilege.

Imposter Syndrome: Many successful people feel they don’t
deserve their wealth. They attribute it to luck, timing, or a “lucky
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break” rather than their own merit. This feeling is a classic
manifestation of the embarrassment of riches, leading to a
reluctance to fully enjoy or even acknowledge their financial
success.
The Hedonic Treadmill: This psychological theory explains
why the thrill of a new purchase quickly fades, leading to a chase
for more. The embarrassment of riches often surfaces when we
recognize we are on this treadmill—working hard to acquire
things that ultimately bring no lasting happiness, creating a cycle
of acquisition and disappointment.
Fear of Negative Judgment: From a social perspective,
ostentatious displays of wealth are increasingly stigmatized.
Conspicuous consumption is often seen as vulgar or tone-deaf.
The fear of being labeled a “show-off” or belonging to a “greedy
1%” leads many wealthy individuals to downplay their
prosperity. They may drive modest cars, live in unassuming
homes, and avoid discussing their finances.

Cultural Manifestations of Affluenza

The term “affluenza” was coined to describe this very condition—a
painful, contagious, socially transmitted condition of overload, debt,
anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more. The
embarrassment of riches is a core symptom. It leads to fascinating
cultural phenomena:

Stealth Wealth: A trend among the ultra-wealthy to dress and1.
live in ways that are intentionally understated. Think “normcore”
fashion, worn by people who could afford the most expensive
brands. This is a direct strategy to avoid the social discomfort of
appearing wealthy.

The Rise of “Frugality Porn”: The popularity of blogs, books,2.
and social media accounts dedicated to extreme minimalism,
financial independence, and “living on less.” These narratives are
often consumed by the affluent as a form of moral cleansing, a
way to manage the anxiety of having too much.
Philanthropy as Status: While genuine generosity is beneficial,3.
the “Giving Pledge” and high-profile charitable donations can
also function as a way to legitimize great wealth. Public
philanthropy allows the rich to transform their money from a
symbol of greed into a symbol of social virtue, effectively
“cleansing” the embarrassment of riches.

Navigating the Paradox of Prosperity

So, how does one live a good life in the face of the embarrassment of
riches? The answer is not to reject wealth or shun financial success, but
to cultivate a healthier, more conscious relationship with material
abundance. The goal is to move from a state of anxious discomfort to
one of mindful stewardship.

Practical Steps for a Graceful Relationship with Wealth

Many thoughtful individuals are already charting a path through this
complex emotional landscape. Their strategies offer a modern guide for
navigating the paradox of prosperity.

1. Embrace Mindful Consumption. Instead of asking “What can I
afford?”, ask “What do I truly need?” and “What will add genuine value
to my life?”. This shifts the focus from external validation to internal
satisfaction. Slowing down the purchasing process, practicing gratitude



for what you already have, and buying higher-quality, sustainable goods
can drastically reduce the guilt of acquisition.

2. Redefine Success Beyond Wealth. The most powerful antidote to
the embarrassment of riches is to cultivate a rich life that is not
measured in dollars. Invest in experiences, relationships, skills, and
community contributions. A person whose identity is anchored in being
a good friend, a skilled artisan, or a volunteer leader will feel far less
anxiety about their bank balance. The goal is to diversify your
“portfolio” of success.

3. Practice Systemic Gratitude and Generosity. This is more than
just writing a cheque. It involves understanding the complex systems of
opportunity and luck that contributed to your wealth. It means being
generous with your time, influence, and empathy, not just your money.
A conscious practice of gratitude can dissolve the feeling that your
wealth is a source of anxiety and reframe it as a source of potential for
good. When generosity is tied to a genuine desire to help, it becomes a
powerful force for personal meaning, rather than a tool for social status.

4. Create Healthy Boundaries and Seek Authentic Connection.
Discussing wealth openly and honestly with trusted friends and family
can reduce the shame and secrecy that often surrounds it. At the same

time, it is crucial to maintain perspective. Spend time with people from
diverse economic backgrounds, not just those in your own bubble. This
builds empathy and prevents the development of an insular mindset
where wealth becomes a defining characteristic.

Conclusion: From Embarrassment to
Stewardship

The embarrassment of riches is not a flaw in our psychology, nor is it a
sign of ingratitude. It is a deeply human and historically rooted response
to the profound challenge of living with abundance. It is the voice of
our conscience, reminding us that material success is not the ultimate
measure of a life well-lived. In a world facing immense inequality and
ecological crisis, this discomfort can be a powerful catalyst. By
acknowledging this feeling, understanding its origins, and actively
working to transform our relationship with wealth from one of anxious
possession to one of conscious stewardship, we can move beyond the
paradox. We can learn to enjoy the fruits of our labor without being
consumed by them, using our resources to build a life of purpose,
connection, and genuine meaning. The goal, then, is not to escape the
embarrassment of riches, but to listen to its wisdom, and let it guide us
toward a more balanced, generous, and truly prosperous existence.


