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Parsons The New School for Design
Theorizing Luxury
Spring 2011: Wednesdays—12:1:50
ERES Password: b3nt73y

Dr. David Brody 
brodyd@newschool.edu, 212-229-8916, ext. 4200
Office: 79 Fifth Avenue, room 727
Please write and make an appointment to come and speak with me if you have any 
concerns during the semester.  I have a shared office space, so do not have set office 
hours, but can easily make times to meet by appointment. 

This class assesses luxury design from multiple perspectives. Issues pertaining to 
consumerism, economics, and labor will be addressed. Specifically, we will look at 
examples of luxury design and examine these spaces and products in relation to a variety 
of authors, including, but not limited to, Walter Benjamin, Henri Lebevre, Karl Marx, and 
Rachel Sherman. Additionally, we will take field trips to sites that our contemporary 
culture constructs as luxurious. These tours will investigate both the overt presentation of 
luxury and the labor necessary to create these “deluxe experiences.” For instance, a visit 
to the Four Seasons Hotel on 57th Street in Manhattan will include a careful exploration 
of the hotel lobby, guest rooms, and back-of-the-house operations. By the end of the 
semester, students will be expected to formulate their own critique of luxury in a research 
project that will utilize primary sources and the theoretical perspectives we have 
explored. 

Grading and Requirements:

25%--In-class participation, which will include your contribution to discussion. Please 
note that I will follow the Parsons attendance policy and that more than one absence will 
affect this portion of your grade. 
20%--In-class writings, which will take the form of an in-class writing exercise at the 
start of classes when we have reading assigned.  I will pose a question related to the 
material you have read for class.
20%--In-class presentations, which will include a presentation by groups of students on a 
luxury brand in relation to a particular week’s assigned readings. 

• During weeks 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9, groups of two or three students will present a 
45-60 minute presentation on a luxury brand (all members of each group will 
share the workload and the presentation time). These presentations will not simply 
be a history of the brand, but will enable students to think critically about the 
week’s reading in terms of the objects and experiences the brand produces. So, for 
instance, during the Marx week a student-run presentation could be on Prada and 
Tiffany, but the focus of their discussion will be on how Prada and Tiffany—as 
brands—create the allure of a commodity fetish. The goal here is to make theory 
applicable, so presentations will facilitate discussion of that week’s reading and 
the luxury brand(s) they have been assigned. 
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• Possible brand-theory connections include: 
o Week 2: LV
o Week 4: Hermes, Goyard, Prada, Tiffany (choose two or more)
o Week 5: Bal Harbor in Miami Beach or another luxury mall
o Week 7: Christie’s (Stewart), Sotheby’s (Stewart), Cadillac (Galbraith)
o Week 8: Four Seasons and Ritz Carlton (choose one or both)
o Week 9: Rolex, Patek Philippe

• These pairings will be assigned the first week. If you want to do another brand, 
besides the one you were assigned, contact me during the first week of classes via 
e-mail with your thoughts. Please note that you must stick with your assigned 
reading, but I will be flexible with suggested brands. 

• Note that I will give a brief introduction before each of these weekly 
presentations. 

35%--Research paper, which will be a 15-20 page paper and a 20 minute presentation 
(approximate).  Please note that you should consult the Chicago Manual of Style as a 
guide for citing sources. (Due 5/11)
This will add up to a total of 100 possible points at the end of the semester, and will 
be weighted according to the percentages above.  Grading will be based on typical 
guidelines where grades in the 90s will equal an A or A-, grades in the 80s will equal 
B+, B, or B-, and etc. Grading will be based on your ability to think critically, 
research facets of the course topic, and communicate (both through writing and 
speaking) clearly.  

Important Note: I do follow the Parsons Academic Integrity Policy and it is essential 
that you understand that plagiarism of any kind is unacceptable. 

Please see this link for more on the Academic Integrity Policy and the Attendance 
Policy:
http://www.newschool.edu/pdf/Parsons_student_handbook.pdf

Course Objectives and Learning Outcomes:
1) To give students an understanding of luxury and design.
2) To help students develop an understanding of important secondary sources related 

to this topic.
3) To help students develop a research project that utilizes primary sources.
4) To give students an understanding of the scholarly debates and issues related to 

luxury design.
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Schedule of class discussions, numbered 1-15

1. 1/26 Introduction and The Obfuscation of Labor: Selections from Karl Marx, 
Capital and Naomi Klein, No Logo and Rachel Donadio, “Chinese Remake the 
‘Made in Italy’ Fashion Label”
	
 a) Syllabus and Overview

b) The Commodity’s qualities
c) Labor and Luxury

2.  2/2 The Diderot Effect: Selections from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “A Discourse on 
the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences” and Denis Diderot, “Regrets on Parting 
with My Old Dressing Gown” and Grant McCracken, Culture and Consumption

a) Defining the perils of luxury
b) Excess and the arts
c) The Diderot Effect
d) Presentation 

3. 2/9  Guest lecture by Dr. Sarah Teasley. 

4. 2/16 Conspicuous Consumption: Luxury and Leisure, Selections from Thorstein 
Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class and Robert Frank, Luxury Fever and David 
Brody, Visualizing American Empire 

a) What is conspicuous consumption?
b) What is leisure?
c) How does the leisure class use things to define status?
d) Presentation 

5.  2/23 Just Window Shopping--Benjamin and Lefebvre, The Flaneur and Space: 
Selections from Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Power in the Era of 
High Capitalism and Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space and de la Pena, 
“Ready-to-Wear Globalism”
	
 a) The flaneur and luxury

b) Space and luxury
c) Presentation

6.  3/2 The Auction House--Class visit to Phillips de Pury: Orley Ashenfelter, “How 
Auctions Work for Wine and Art” and  Kathryn Graddy & Orley Ashenfelter, 
“Auctions and the Price of Art” and selection from Sarah Thornton, Seven Days in 
the Art World

7.  3/9 Post-War Affluence and The Collection: Selections from John Kenneth 
Galbraith, The Affluent Society and Susan Stewart, On Longing 

a) Having it all in a post-war boom
b) Collecting as a form of luxury
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8.  3/23 Hotel Part I--Hotel’s and Luxury: Selections from Rachel Sherman, Class 
Acts and Patricia & Peter Adler, Paradise Laborers and David Brody, “A Textbook 
Case: Design, Housekeeping, and Labor” and Auden Schendler, “Applying the 
Principles of Industrial Ecology to the Guest-Service Sector”

a) Hotels as luxury spaces
b) Labor and hotels
c) Presentation

9. 3/30 The Fake: A. Nia and J.L. Zaichkowsky, “Do Counterfeits Devalue the 
Ownership of Luxury Brands” and selection from Dana Thomas, Deluxe and 
Hyejeong Kim and Karpova, “Consumer Attitudes Towards Fashion Counterfeits”

a) The unspoken reality of the fake market
b) Presentation

10. 4/6 Hotel Part II--Class visit to the Four Seasons Hotel 

11. 4/13 Protecting Luxury: Mike Davis, “Fortress LA” and Your Presentations 
(three presentations)

12. 4/20 Your Presentations (five presentations)
13. 4/27 Your Presentations (five presentations)
14. 5/4 Your Presentations (five presentations)
15. 5/11 Last Class: Place and Topic TBA


