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I have a crazy,

crazy love of things.

I like pliers,

and scissors.

I love

cups,

rings,

and bowls -

not to speak, of course,

of hats ….

Oh irrevocable

river

of things:

no one can say

that I loved

only

fish,

or the plants of the jungle and the field ….

It’s not true:

many things conspired

to tell me the whole story.

Not only did they touch me,

or my hand touched them:

they were

so close

that they were a part

of my being,

they were so alive with me

that they lived half my life

and will die half my death.

Pablo Neruda, ‘Ode to Things’
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Introduction

We live surrounded by things. A typical German owns 10,000 objects. In Los Angeles, a middle-class garage often no longer houses a car but several hundred boxes of stuff. The United Kingdom in 2013 was home to 6 billion items of clothing, roughly a hundred per adult; a quarter of these never leave the wardrobe. Of course, people always had things, and used them not only to survive but for ritual, display and fun. But the possessions in a pre-modern village or an indigenous tribe pale when placed next to the growing mountain of things in advanced societies like ours. This change in accumulation involved a historic shift in humans’ relations with things. In contrast to the pre-modern village, where most goods were passed on and arrived as gifts or with the wedding trousseau, things in modern societies are mainly bought in the marketplace. And they pass through our lives more quickly.1

In the last few hundred years, the acquisition, flow and use of things – in short, consumption – has become a defining feature of our lives. It would be a mistake to think people at any time have had a single identity, but there have been periods when certain roles have been dominant, defining a society and its culture. In Europe, the High Middle Ages saw the rise of a ‘chivalrous society’ of knights and serfs.2 The Reformation pitched one faith against another. In the nineteenth century, a commercial society gave way to an industrial class society of capitalists and wage workers. Work remains important today, but it defines us far less than in the heyday of the factory and the trade union. Instead of warriors or workers, we are more than ever before consumers. In the rich world – and in the developing world increasingly, too – identities, politics, the economy and the environment are crucially shaped by what and how we consume. Taste, appearance and lifestyle define who we are (or want to be) and how others see us. Politicians treat public services like a supermarket of goods, hoping it will provide citizens with greater choice. Many citizens, in turn, seek to advance social and political causes by using the power of their purse in boycotts and buycotts. Advanced economies live or die by their ability to stimulate and maintain high levels of spending, with the help of advertising, branding and consumer credit. Perhaps the most existential impact is that of our materially intensive lifestyle on the planet. Our lifestyles are fired by fossil fuels. In the twentieth century, carbon emissions per person quadrupled. Today, transport and bigger, more comfortable homes, filled with more appliances, account for just under half of global CO2 emissions. Eating more meat has seriously disturbed the nitrogen cycle. Consumers are even more deeply implicated if the emissions released in the process of making and delivering their things are taken into account. And, at the end of their lives, many broken TVs and computers from Europe end up in countries like Ghana and Nigeria, causing illness and pollution as they are picked apart for precious materials.3

How much and what to consume is one of the most urgent but also thorniest questions of our day. This book is a historical contribution to that debate. It tells the story of how we came to live with so much more, and how this has changed the course of history.

Like other key concepts in history, consumption has not had a fixed meaning over time. The term originally derived from the Latin word consumere, which first arrived in French in the twelfth century and from there found its way into English and other European languages. At that time, it meant the using up and physical exhaustion of matter. Food, candles and firewood were consumed. So was the body when attacked by an illness – hence the English use of ‘consumption’ for the ‘wasting disease’ (tuberculosis). To confuse matters, there was the similar-sounding consummare, which meant to complete something, as in Christ’s last words: ‘It is finished’ (consummatum est). In actual usage, ‘waste’ and ‘finish’ were often rolled into one.4

Between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries, the term underwent a miraculous metamorphosis. Consumption progressively ceased to mean waste or destruction and instead became something positive and creative. From the late seventeenth century, economic commentators began to argue that the purchase of goods and services not only satisfied individual wants but, in the process, enriched a nation by enlarging the market for producers and investors. Personal vanities, like a snuffbox or extravagant clothes, could yield public benefits, at least in material terms. Such linkages unsettled earlier moral certainties. A major milestone was Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations in 1776, in which he argued that ‘consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production.’5 Notwithstanding this dictum, Smith and his immediate successors were some way from making consumption the centre of economics, let alone from imagining that there could be sustained growth. This had to wait until the 1860s–’70s, when W. S. Jevons, Carl Menger and Léon Walras argued that it was consuming, not labour, that created value.

The apotheosis of the consumer may have started in economic thought, but it was completed by politics. In the years around 1900, ‘the consumer’ arrived on the political stage as the twin of the citizen, using the power of the purse to promote social reform, first in the United States and Britain but soon in France and elsewhere in Europe, too. It was only after this, in the interwar years when mass-produced, standardized goods took off, that companies and advertisers made the customer the ‘king’ of the marketplace. In the next few decades, users of health, education and sports services started to be addressed as ‘consumers’, until, by the 1960s, observers sighted a whole new type of society: a ‘consumer society’. By the late twentieth century, it was no longer just goods and services but emotions and experiences that were being consumed. Nevertheless, the older association with ‘using up’ was never completely lost. Wilhelm Roscher, the founding father of historical economics in nineteenth-century Germany, once remarked that a coat was not consumed until its fibres were coming apart. Tellingly, the Japanese term – specially created in the 1880s – remains shōhi, which combines ‘to spend’ (hi) with ‘to extinguish’ (shō). In an age when we are once again becoming aware of the finite resources of the planet, this broader, material conception of consumption has a lot to say for itself.

The changing meaning of the term reflects the advance of capitalism since the fifteenth century, which spread markets, purchase and choice more widely across society. Yet it would be too narrow to focus our attention exclusively on shopping and changes in spending power. Consumption is about more than purchasing. Even as shopping has been in the ascendant in the modern world, people have continued to access things and services via other channels, including gifts, company-sponsored gyms and holidays and, especially in the last fifty years, through health, housing, education and welfare provided by the state. Shopping will receive its fair share of attention in this book. But we must also appreciate how goods are used, for this is how they give shape and meaning to social life and identity.

This book, then, aims to follow the life cycle of consumption as fully as possible from demand and acquisition through to use, collection and, ultimately, disposal. This means it will give attention to the desire for goods that lay behind demand, including the fashion for Indian cottons in eighteenth-century Europe, that for European dress in nineteenth-century Africa, or the emergence of new European tastes for exotic goods such as coffee, tea and chocolate. Preferences for these goods were neither pre-existing nor stable but had to be created. And they changed over time, as colonialism and capitalism rebranded such products for Western mass markets. Cultures, too, varied in the kind of goods they prized. Some (like Ming China) valued antiquity, while others (like the Dutch Republic and early modern England) increasingly pursued novelty. Acquisition is the next link in the chain of consumption. Here, in addition to purchase and purchasing power, we will need to examine the contribution of credit and saving. But we should also not forget ways that do not involve shopping through which goods reach people, such as when households pass on goods to family, friends and charity, or the remarkable recent transformation of cooking and gardening from work into hobbies that take up considerable amounts of time and money. The final link in our chain is when goods reach the end of their social life: broken, outdated or simply no longer wanted by their owner. It is about waste but also storage and reuse.

Just as important as time and money are the spaces of consumption. Here the department store has dominated the scene as the icon of modernity. Equally fascinating, though, is the vibrant mix of shops and retailing surrounding it, from street sellers and the co-operative shop to the neighbourhood store. And so, more generally, are the spaces where leisure time was (and is) spent. These range from commercial enterprises, like the early cinemas and dance halls, to public swimming pools and company-sponsored fashion shows. And we need to follow the link between public and private life; in particular, the crucial entry into the home of running water, gas and electricity which set in motion new habits and expectations and attracted new appliances. We also want to know not only how much money was spent on a radio, a washing machine or an air-conditioner, and who bought them, but how they changed the character and rhythm of daily life. Comfort, cleanliness and convenience – to use an eighteenth-century phrase – were dynamic drivers of consumption.

Today, consumption is at the centre of a heated public debate between two rival camps pointing their moral artillery at each other. On one side stand progressive and social democratic critics who attack the juggernaut of shopping, advertising, branding and easy credit for turning active, virtuous citizens into passive, bored consumers. In this view, people have been made to desire and buy things they do not want and which they have neither the money for, nor the time to enjoy. ‘Artificial wants’ have replaced ‘authentic needs’. People are overwhelmed by too many choices and increasingly short-sighted. Like a hamster on its wheel, they are trapped in a spend/work/consume cycle, leaving them unhappy and lonely, mentally unstable and deeply in debt. Years of such mindless consumption and the search for instant gratification have dulled their hearts and minds to the plight of others. Private, self-centred hedonism has killed the public spirit. ‘Consumerism’, to give it its unfriendly label, is a new kind of totalitarianism: ‘the gulag replaced by Gucci’, in the words of one commentator.6

On the opposite side are the champions of consumption, first and foremost classical liberals who cherish freedom of choice as the bedrock of democracy and prosperity. Citizens, in this view, should have the right to follow their preferences and make their own choices without some authority telling them what is good or bad. Making choices in the marketplace is like voting in elections. To interfere with the former would undermine the latter. To be Free to Choose, as Milton and Rose Friedman put it in 1979 in their popular American book and the ensuing TV series, was not only the best but the only way to promote ‘both prosperity and human freedom’.7 How this vision conquered the United States has been elegantly told by Lizabeth Cohen in A Consumers’ Republic.8 Similar views are heard today across the globe, often grouped under the umbrella of neo-liberalism. They have had support, too, from some social democrats who accept that people have the right to comfort, fun and little luxuries. Greater choice of more goods and services, some hoped, would weaken old hierarchies of class and taste and nurture a more pluralistic society. In 2004, Britain’s New Labour prime minister Tony Blair declared: ‘I believe people do want choice, in public services as in other services.’ Giving parents and patients greater choice as ‘citizens and consumers’, he insisted, would improve schools and hospitals.9

Such a political and moral defence of choice has not occurred in a cultural vacuum. It benefited from wider changes in society that created a more tolerant and favourable atmosphere for goods and pleasure in the 1970s and ’80s. Perhaps, the French writer Michel de Certeau noted, people were not all passive dupes but creative, even rebellious, defending their autonomy with their own distinctive lifestyle. Youth subcultures, others observed, used fashion, mopeds and popular music to challenge conformity. Shopping, writers in gender studies added, was not all frivolous but could be empowering, giving women, who did most of it, new identities and public presence. Postmodernism swept across a simple divide between ‘authentic’ and ‘artificial’ desires and scrambled the hierarchy of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste. If reality did not contain a singular point of view but was constructed by different discourses and interpretations, who was to say whether a person’s love of Elvis was any less genuine or worthy than someone else’s for Wagner? Anthropologists carried out fieldwork in affluent societies and reported that shopping and consuming were profoundly meaningful social experiences, not acts of mindless accumulation. People found and expressed themselves through their possessions.10

This book does not set out to adjudicate a moral debate, let alone decide whether consumption is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Consuming is too diverse and its history too rich to fit either extreme model: complacent mass consumption or individual freedom. The book’s main aim is a different one: it wants to step back and give readers a chance to look at the subject from a historical perspective, to explain how consumption evolved the way it did over the last five centuries. This means it is, above all, interested in questions of process. To be precise, it concerns the interplay between two processes: one is how institutions and ideas shaped consumption over time; the other is how consumption, in turn, transformed power, social relations and value systems.

In order to observe the changing interplay between these forces effectively, we cannot restrict our view to either individual preferences or general abstractions. Recent psychologists have shown how misleading it is to view preferences as rational in the way mainstream economists tend to do. What people choose depends on how the choice is framed; people are more likely to buy meat that is labelled positively, as 75 per cent lean, than negatively, as containing 25 per cent fat, to give a very simple example.11 This is a fundamental insight, but there is no reason to apply it only to the present, as recent psychological experiments have done. History is a vast laboratory within which this kind of framing took place. Trade, empires, cities and ideologies all framed the context in which people lived their lives, tickling some desires and repressing others, shaping habits and spreading ideas about taste, comfort and what constituted the good life. Money and time matter, as we shall see. Economists have asked how and when households and their members trade leisure for income, deciding to sell their labour on the market to enable them to buy goods in return. This is important but too narrow a conception of demand, for it does not tell us what compelled households to want more goods in the first place, nor what they then did with them. We therefore need to look at the forces that impinged on households as well as the choices they made. Material desires are not a modern invention. But they can be cultivated and amplified or neglected and silenced. The last five hundred years were a period of sustained amplification. This book offers a history of demand broadly understood.

One major framing force has been morality, and it remains so today. People and rulers have carried with them notions of good and bad behaviour, proper and improper spending, fair and unfair prices, excessive and moderate ways of living. But these also change over time, as ideologies rise and fall and material realities change. The positions in today’s moral debate briefly sketched above are echoes of a much longer historical battle. Once viewed like this, their main value is as part of the historical puzzle rather than as analyses that are either right or wrong; as chapters in the history of ideas more interesting for revealing the force and legacy of traditions of thought than for telling us what consumption is actually like. Instead of rushing to join today’s moral debate, then, we should realize that these positions are steeped in history. To say that consumption is totalitarian, for example, can obviously be challenged by pointing to the very real differences between power in one of Stalin’s labour camps and that exerted by luxury brands, however seductive. More interesting is to explore how such thinking travels in the furrows ploughed by earlier thinkers. The critique of consumerism as a new fascism goes back to the 1960s, to Pier Paolo Pasolini, the Italian film director and writer, and the Marxist émigré Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse warned of the coming of a One-dimensional Man, a book that became a best-selling consumer article in its own right.

While Marcuse’s pessimistic diagnosis of social control and repression may have gone out of fashion, a good deal of today’s public debate continues to take its lead from the critique of consumerism that flourished during the post-war boom. No single book has cast as long a shadow as John K. Galbraith’s The Affluent Society, first published in 1958. An economist by profession – he had been in charge of keeping prices stable in the United States during the Second World War – Galbraith was a liberal intellectual with a social mission. He portrayed a new and dangerous kind of society emerging from the war. With peace restored, mass consumption was called upon to absorb the expanded manufacturing capacity created during the war. To make this happen, Galbraith wrote, production could no longer just satisfy wants: it had to create them, with the help of advertising and salesmen. A vicious cycle was set in motion that propelled people to live beyond their means (with the help of consumer credit), entrenched business more deeply at the centre of power, and, perhaps most worryingly, favoured individual materialism over civic-mindedness, creating, in his famous phrase, an atmosphere of ‘private opulence and public squalor’.12

More generally, as we shall see, the idea that citizens are dehumanized, enslaved and corrupted by the lure of things reaches back to Karl Marx via Jean-Jacques Rousseau all the way to Plato in ancient Greece. In the later Middle Ages and early modern period, spending on fashionable clothes, lavish weddings and fine furniture was met with widespread disapproval and even prohibition. It was denounced for setting off a spiral of emulative spending – what is often called ‘keeping up with the Joneses’ – and for undermining values and social hierarchies. It was also attacked for draining money from public coffers. Perhaps most troubling, avarice and the lust for things were said to distract Christians from the true life of the spirit. In his City of God, begun in 413, St Augustine, one of the fathers of the Church, had traced the lack of restraint all the way back to original sin and Adam’s eviction from paradise: the ‘error and misplaced love which is born with every son of Adam’.13 The lust for things and the lust for flesh sprang from the same source.

The view that being and having are opposites thus has a very long history. But so has an alternative trajectory that sees people as only becoming human through the use of things. From the seventeenth century onwards, there were a growing number of voices which gave consumption new legitimacy. The longing for more, in this view, was driving human ingenuity and civilization.

Readers, like this author, will have their own moral point of view. What is ‘extravagant’ or ‘frivolous’ to one may be an ‘essential’ need for another. For an understanding of history, however, it is not very enlightening to view the past only through one’s own moral filter. Rather, we need to take the changing attitudes of historical actors seriously – the positive and ambivalent as well as the critical – especially if we want to understand how ‘needs’ and ‘wants’ came to expand as much as they did. Pointing the finger at the manipulative power of advertisers and brands has tended to shut the door too quickly on this richer story of the human engagement with goods.

The aim, though, of this book is not only to appreciate consumption as the outcome of historical forces. Consumption, in turn, also changed states, societies and daily life. To see this clearly, we need to break with a tradition that has treated material culture as a separate sphere of everyday life. In 1912, Theodore Roosevelt, the progressive ex-president of the United States, told American historians that the ‘great historian’ of the future would not only portray great events but ‘will in as full measure as possible present to us the every-day life of the men and women of the age’.14 Just over fifty years later, the French historian Fernand Braudel opened his trilogy on civilization and capitalism in the early modern world with an entire volume on The Structures of Everyday Life. Such a distinct treatment provided a feast of insights, not least about the power of eating and drinking habits and the routines of daily life that persisted alongside a market economy. But it came at a price. Treating daily life, the market and politics as separate spheres made it all but impossible to follow the interplay between them. This made the approach particularly cumbersome for modern history, broadly the period from the eighteenth to the twentieth century, when these spheres became ever more entangled. For Braudel, whose creative vision had emerged while working on the sixteenth century, ‘material civilization’ was a ‘shadowy zone’.15 In the modern world, by contrast, it advanced to the centre of politics, with the standard of living, housing and eating, leisure time, shopping and waste establishing themselves as core elements of public concern and policy.

The growth of consumption – in terms of its sheer bulk, change and material throughput – means that we are dealing with a new dynamism that has left few aspects of public life untouched. This book follows this momentum and assesses its consequences for social life and politics. To do so, it presents an alternative account to that of the ‘affluent society’, which has continued to inform the popular imagination and treats consumption as a phenomenon – or disease – of the decades following the Second World War: the era of the boom, the Wirtschaftswunder or les trente glorieuses. This is the period commonly associated with the rise of hedonism, the power of marketing and advertising men, the coming of the credit card, self-service supermarkets and, above all, the American way of life. It is to these years that commentators trace the root cause of today’s fixation with consuming more and more. Consumption, in this view, stands for private choice, rampant individualism and market exchange. Chronologically, it is largely a post-’45 story, with the United States the model for others to follow.

This book breaks with this approach in four fundamental ways. It, firstly, widens the time frame. The 1950s and ’60s saw unprecedented gains in disposable income in the West, but this does not mean that people’s lives before this period had been barren. Rather than a new beginning, the post-war boom is better viewed as a late chapter in a longer story of the global expansion of goods. When precisely this expansion began has been the subject of heated debate. Thirty years ago, the historian Neil McKendrick confidently dated the ‘birth of consumer society’ to eighteenth-century Britain.16 He set off a race to discover its origins in ever more distant periods, some finding its first signs in the new taste for beer and beef in late-medieval England. The great wave of historical research that followed has been a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it amply documented that new clothes, domestic comforts and tastes for exotic tea, coffee and porcelain were already arriving before the Industrial Revolution. Contrary to conventional wisdom, mass consumption preceded factory-style mass production; indeed, Western demand for Indian cotton and Chinese porcelain was one factor that would stimulate innovation in European industry. While not starting from zero, the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries saw a blossoming of material life in Renaissance Italy and late Ming China, and then in the Dutch Republic and England. This book begins with the different dynamics and qualities of consumption in these societies.

On the other hand, the attempt to pin down a particular moment for the birth of consumer society had unfortunate side-effects. In particular, it distracted historians from the larger task of charting the evolution of consumption across time and space. ‘Birth’ was an unfortunate metaphor, because, unlike a baby, consumption was not set on a natural, almost universal path of growth and development. In the course of modern history, it was moulded by states and empires and responded to changes in culture and society, with resultant shifts in lifestyles, tastes and habits, prompting new identities and relationships.

The book’s second shift in perspective is geographical. In the Cold War era of affluence, the United States appeared to be the Ur-consumer society, exporting its way of life to the rest of the world. The flow was largely in one direction: part of ‘America’s advance through twentieth-century Europe’, as a recent historian has put it.17 What the thesis of the ‘birth’ of consumer society did was to make eighteenth-century England the nursery of an Anglo-Saxon model of choice and markets. Today, in the early twenty-first century, this Anglocentric story stands in radical need of reassessment. With the rapid growth of China, and material advances in India, Brazil and other so-called emerging nations, it is hard to treat consumption as a uniquely Anglo-American export. Though a billion and a half people continue to live at the edge of starvation, it is clear that the bulk of the world’s population is living with more. They have not, however, simply followed in American footsteps. Of course, the British empire and its twentieth-century successor, the United States, were active in spreading their material civilization across the globe. But other societies were not empty vessels: they had their own cultures of consumption. African kingdoms that succumbed to European colonizers in the nineteenth century brought pre-existing tastes and habits to the imperial encounter. In the twentieth century, Japan and West Germany joined the club of affluent societies with a ticket stamped ‘savings’, not cheap credit. Instead of suspecting everywhere a creeping monoculture, we need to appreciate the continuing hybridity and diversity amidst shared trends in rising comfort and ownership of consumer goods.

Nor are all consumers liberal capitalists. Fascist and communist societies consumed, too. Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy were materialistic as well as militarist regimes. They promised their chosen people not only greater living space but a higher standard of living within it. That they left behind destruction and genocide instead does not make their material ambition any less important. In the case of socialist countries, there was less choice and more shortage than in capitalist ones. Consumption always remained subordinated to production, even after Brezhnev and Honecker made concessions to the demand for greater variety, fashion and comfort. Still, it would be wrong to write these societies out of a history of consumption simply because they were not capitalist and their cars and televisions took longer to be delivered and were more prone to break down. Doing so would only make sense if free choice and market exchange were the only criteria of judgement. No society before 1900, not even Britain, the cradle of industrial capitalism, was able to match either the volume or the throughput of goods in socialist Europe.

Widening the story in time and space in this way has a third implication for the approach taken in this book, and this concerns its cast of characters. The conventional picture of shopping and choice is crowded with advertisers, brands and malls. This book does not deny their contribution, but consumption has been framed not only by market forces. It has been shaped by states and empires, through war and taxes and the often violent transplantations of people and goods from one part of the world to another. Ideas of the ‘good life’, and the goods and services needed to make it a reality, have come not just from marketing gurus on Madison Avenue but from social reformers and city planners, moralists and churches, and, at crucial moments, from consumers themselves, who have rallied together, using the combined force of their purchasing power to improve their own lives and, sometimes, those of others.

Politics, broadly defined from the top and from below, is therefore a running theme in these pages. This is partly to give attention to how, in addition to reflecting disposable income and time, people’s lifestyles have been the subject of political conflict and intervention. (Some of these were macro-changes, such as tightening or freeing credit and the availability of mortgages, while others were micro-interventions in the very fabric of daily life, down to the size and layout of homes and the wires and switches provided for appliances.) Partly, it is to find out how consumers’ own ambitions have changed over time. What has living with more done to politics?

But I am also interested in those bits of consumption which are directly sponsored by states and public policy. Here, I think, the narrative of affluence, with its twin forces of choice and markets, has a blind spot that is particularly troubling, from the point of sustainability as much as history. The consumer boom of the 1950s and ’60s was not entirely a market phenomenon. These were the same years that saw the unprecedented expansion of social services which funded or subsidized a growing share of housing, education and health-related expenses, in addition to channelling some income directly to the poor, the elderly and the unemployed. These boom years were the very decades when developed societies were becoming more equal than ever before. This historic era of greater income equality has been reversed since the 1970s – with Turkey a rare exception – but even after recent austerity cuts, the amount of public social spending on benefits, housing and pensions remains huge. In the rich countries that make up the OECD, government social spending peaked at 21.9 per cent of GDP in 2009 and has fallen only slightly since the ‘Great Recession’, to 21.6 per cent of GDP in 2014. Britain, Germany and a few other countries have reduced their social spending-to-GDP ratios by 2 per cent since 2009, but that still leaves public social spending at levels unparalleled in any previous century of human existence; in fact, Japan, Finland, Denmark and Spain increased their social spending by 4 per cent in this period.18 Without the coupled rise of welfare services and social equality, ‘mass consumption’ would have been less massive. To exclude the contribution of social services and transfers in accounts of consumption simply because they are not bought in a market is a mistake. I have, therefore, included a chapter that looks beyond the marketplace at the role states and companies have played in raising material standards and expectations. Rising levels of consumption cannot just be put at the feet of neo-liberals and blamed on the rich setting off a cascade of excess, shopping binges and debt that trickles down to the rest of society.19 States, including social democratic ones, have played a significant role, too. The fate of Greece and other countries since the recession shows what happens to private consumption when the public belt is tightened. States – and the people benefiting from services and transfer payments – may not be the biggest beneficiaries of a high-consumption system, but they are nonetheless implicated in it. Any discussion that seriously tries to come to grips with the material intensity of our lives needs to address this.

Finally, the book takes a larger view of what is consumed and why. Studies of consumption draw on powerful views of human behaviour and what lies behind the appetite for more. Mainstream economists imagine an individual consumer who has rational preferences and seeks to maximize pleasure and minimize pain; these preferences might change with age, but the model presumes that the individual knows about this ahead of time. Whether people are always this rational is a matter of debate,20 but for our purpose perhaps the greatest shortcoming is that this approach tells us very little about change over time. An alternative view is more psychological and takes in social motivation, seeing the root cause of consumption in the human desire to feel superior. Here, consumption is relational rather than an individual preference (rational or not), part of a social positioning system that tells people where they stand. Particular kinds of clothes and other goods simultaneously signal that an individual belongs to one group and keep others at a distance. This is a very old view, going back to the ancients, but perhaps its most influential version today is the notion of ‘conspicuous consumption’, a term made famous just over a century ago by Thorstein Veblen in his critique of the American rich and their flashy display of luxury.21 Since people want to be loved and admired, such luxury enjoyed by the few causes envy and emulation by the many, triggering a race in which no one wants to be left behind.

This view of human behaviour remains the single most dominant strand in popular debates about affluence, shopping binges and debt. It is also, as I have said, a partial view of humanity and the dynamics of consumption. Showing off and status seeking does occur, but this does not mean it is the only or the main force quickening the material metabolism. Here a fixation with shopping can be especially distracting. A lot of what we consume happens outside shopping malls and follows a different logic. People consume many goods and services simply as they go about their daily lives, to express duty and affection to each other, and to accomplish tasks of many different kinds. The family meal is a classic example. It involves the purchase of food, its preparation (using energy and stoves or microwaves), dishes served in a particular sequence, gender roles and rituals of eating and sociability. Some goods, of course, can play multiple roles – a new kitchen might be bought to impress or to satisfy the hobby chef as well as to bring the family together. A car can be a symbolic status good, but also a hobby that demands time and expertise, as well as a practical means to commute or drive the children to their music lessons. A lot of goods and resources are used for domestic comfort, such as heating and cooling. And, frequently, they are a means to some other end – for example, the pursuit of leisure activities, hobbies and entertainment. Skiing, playing tennis and fishing require a lot of kit. But skis and fishing rods are rarely purchased for display on a wall, although playing one sport may carry more prestige than another. A radio can be a status item, but its main use is for listening to, often while eating or doing the washing-up. The world of consumption is full of these more inconspicuous items and practices, which do not follow the logic of individual choice and behaviour so dominant in economics and psychology. We are mainly dealing here with social habits and routines, not expressions of individual motivation or desire.22 The arrival of gas and water, the washing machine and the radio, and the growing pull of leisure activities were all important catalysts for rising levels of consumption.

A better understanding of habits and routines matters for two connected reasons. One is social. The attention given to conspicuous display, while often inspired by a progressive concern with improving the condition of the poor, has inevitably led writers to focus on the very rich and on luxury goods. Emulation and imitation is assumed to explain the demand among the majority of the population. This can sometimes look pretty patronizing. Since it is taken as given that most people ape those richer than themselves, it is not necessary to find out much more about their own habits and motivations. If only they stopped hankering after bigger cars and extravagant accessories and focused on their ‘real needs’! Yet it is far from clear whether most people always ‘look up’ like this. In many situations they look sideways, taking their cues from their peers rather than those wealthier than themselves.23 A good deal of change has been widespread and taken place in daily life with the diffusion of materially more intensive forms of comfort and convenience such as lighting, heating, air-conditioning and home entertainment. Giving greater attention to such inconspicuous aspects allows us to see more of the texture of society.

A second reason is to aim at a more measured evaluation of consuming and its consequences. ‘Conspicuous’ consumption is easily treated as ‘wasteful’, as squandering resources that could be put to much better use for society at large; this was what made Veblen such a passionate critic. It might be easier to feel outrage at a £2,000 handbag or a 400-foot luxury yacht complete with swimming pool and hand-cut crystal staircases than at an ordinary bathtub, central heating or a pair of trainers. The former suggest excess and extravagance whereas the latter may seem modest and useful. But, from an environmental perspective, the moral equation of private excess with public waste is too convenient. Carbon-dioxide missions from hot showers and baths, heating and cooling the home to ever higher standards of comfort, rushing from place to place, are far greater than those from luxury yachts and accessories – although diamonds throw up a lot of mining waste and pollution. The problem, then, is not that critics of conspicuous consumption go too far but that they do not go far enough. The environmental challenge is out of proportion to their diagnosis. To put it differently, ‘waste’ does not just stem from morally suspect forms of consuming. A lot of it comes from practices that are considered ‘normal’. It is precisely the usefulness of such habitual forms of consumption and their ‘normality’ that makes changing them so difficult. This does not mean we should not try, merely that the point of intervention needs to be social practices – what people do that uses up things and resources – not individual morality or motivation.24

This book tells the story of the global advance of goods. It does so in two parts which complement each other. The first is historical and takes readers from the blossoming of the culture of goods in the fifteenth century to the end of the Cold War in the 1980s and the resurgence of Asian consumers since. While it is broadly chronological, it is also thematic, following how the essential building blocks took shape in different regions. It traces the impact of empire on material desires, comfort and identities; looks at how modern cities shaped leisure and infrastructures, and vice versa; examines the transformation of the home; considers how modern ideologies (fascism, communism and anti-colonialism as well as liberalism) seized on the promise of a higher standard of living; and explores how Asian consumers came to join their cousins in the West. Part Two moves in the opposite direction. It takes central topics of concern today and places them in a historical context. These chapters ask about excess and credit; whether we have become a ‘harried’ society addicted to quick and superficial stimuli; how consumption has transformed generational identities (for the elderly as well as for teenagers and young children); how it has changed religion and our ethics, sense of fairness and connection to distant others – all the way to how we get rid of stuff: have we become a ‘throwaway society’?

The last thirty years have seen a veritable boom in consumption studies, with thousands of specialist books and articles, divided by region and period, by particular products and practices, right up to studies of individual department stores and consumer movements.25 Comparisons are few and far between and, where they exist, tend to focus on Western Europe.26 For all the insightful detail, this has left behind a bewildering fragmentation of knowledge, with so many trees obscuring a view of the forest. This book attempts to put together these scattered pieces and fill in holes to create a synthetic picture. Instead of focusing only on points of origin or on contemporary affluence, it seeks to understand how we got from the fifteenth century to the present.

Inevitably, a book of this scope cannot cover everything. My intention has been to follow major themes across time and space, not to try to be encyclopaedic. This has required difficult decisions about what to include and what to exclude. In general, I have started by identifying core questions and problems, rather than proceeding from a settled belief in certain causes or consequences. Uncertainty is a useful friend of the historian. Many chapters, indeed many sections, could have grown into books of their own. But this would have defeated the overall purpose of creating a synthetic picture in a single volume. The kinds of examples and case studies I have drawn on in each chapter are not random but are carefully chosen to illustrate larger developments and to signal divergence as well as parallels. Behind them lurk many others which could have been drawn upon for similar effect.

The book is not a global history in the strict sense of covering the entire world, nor does it offer portraits of individual countries. I have tried, rather, to take topics out of their usual habitats and follow them across other parts of the world. In addition to the United States and Britain, which have dominated past accounts, I roam across Europe and Asia, with shorter excursions to Latin America along the way. I would have liked to say more about contemporary Brazil, but here, as in other omissions, I hope that readers with an interest in a particular country will find at least some compensation in the thematic consideration I offer on topics of shared concern, such as the lifestyles of the new middle classes, where I chose to concentrate my energies on China and India. My main focus is on what is called the developed world, but this does not mean it is exclusively on the rich North. I consider the effect of imperialism on colonial Africa and India as well as the impact of migration and remittances on changing lifestyles in not so rich parts of the world. People in the South are not just producers and objects of moral concern for affluent consumers in the North. They are consumers, too, including of fair-trade products.

Moving across time and place like this raises the daunting challenge of moving from the micro to the macro (and back) but has also been one of the pleasures of writing the book. Historians tend to focus on one or the other, but there is much to be found out from following the flow between them.

Since this book is about how we came to live with more things, it also tries to give some attention to the material properties of those things. This may strike the general reader as an obvious point. But it has not always been that obvious to academics, and particularly not to historians. In the 1980s and ’90s, when studies of consumption took off, historians took their inspiration from anthropologists. Their main questions were about the cultural meanings of goods and about identities and representation. This book could not have been written without the rich research emerging from this tradition. But, as has become clear once more in recent years, things are not only bearers of meanings or symbols in a universe of communication. They also have material forms and functions. They can be hard or soft, flexible or stubborn, loud or quiet, manual or fully automatic, and much else. They are not just looked at but are handled and require care. Above all, we do things with them. There are good reasons for the adjective in ‘material culture’. Only by appreciating that goods matter, so to speak, can we hope to see how and why our lives have become so dependent on them.

As a whole, the book will give readers a chance to look at consumption in a fresh light. As we will see, morality is woven deep into the fabric of our material lives. This is unlikely to change. The book does not expect to settle the moral debate but tries instead to give readers a more complete toolkit with which to engage with it, and with the urgent task of finding more sustainable lifestyles, too. If we want to be able to protect the future, we need to have a more rounded understanding of the processes by which we reached the present.
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PART ONE





1

Three Cultures of Consumption

How fashions and comforts had advanced since his youth, a sixty-year-old chronicler marvelled in 1808. Napkins were no longer just for ‘very refined dinner guests’ but found on tables everywhere. Rich men paraded about town with their watches dangling from elaborate hooks. Once the habit of the few, tobacco was now smoked by everyone and stored in precious boxes. Some novelties were so recent they could be dated, like the craze for wind screens on houses that had started ten years earlier. Others could be measured by the inch. The sleeves of women’s jackets used to be one foot wide. Now, it was fashionable to have them six inches wider. The height of fashion was the ‘hundred-pleats skirt’, ‘a new style’, made of crêpe, which ensured it would fall ‘very softly’. But change was not confined to the upper levels of society. Even ordinary people were wearing ‘new and curious clothing’. One example was the easily removable collar that put new life into an outdated coat. Another was a short-sleeved linen jacket perfect for the summer season and, we are told, especially popular with fat people. ‘Frivolous servants’ dressed up in black double-threaded silk trousers. There was, perhaps, no better sign of the wave of new fashions than the keeping of animals as trendy pets.1

Our chronicler was not writing from Paris or London but from Yangzhou, a prosperous Chinese city on the lower Yangzi river, a little over 200km inland from Shanghai. In his writings, published in 1808, the poet Lin Sumen recorded a fast-changing world of goods, something that in the next two centuries came to be seen as a hallmark of Western modernity. Of course, what was fashionable on the streets of Yangzhou was not exactly the same as in a Paris salon or a London pleasure garden. Lin, for example, describes a ‘butterfly shoe’, graced by a large satin butterfly on heel and toe, with an inner lining of English wool or Ningbo silk. Popular pets were chickens from Canton and rats from ‘the West’. Still, substitute the manifold designs of English shoe-buckles for differently shaped butterflies; silver snuffboxes for tobacco holders made of jade; exotic parrots and goldfish for ‘Western’ rats; add the legion of European commentators complaining of servants imitating the dress of their masters; and the differences between the two scenes rapidly fade.

Histories of consumption have mainly mirrored those of the rise of the West. Just as it was the cradle of modernity, we used to be told, the West was also the birthplace of consumer society. For all their differences, the influential historians Fernand Braudel and Neil McKendrick saw fashion as the heart of Western capitalism, the force behind its dynamism, desire and innovation. Eighteenth-century France and Britain, they were convinced, had fashion and, with it, modernity; China did not. McKendrick dated The Birth of a Consumer Society confidently to the third quarter of the eighteenth century, and located it in Britain.2

But was consumer society ‘born’ in eighteenth-century Britain? Researchers have collected indisputable evidence of the rising volume of goods in eighteenth-century Britain and its American colonies. Yet historians working on earlier European periods were not entirely happy to see their subjects treated as static or defective, little more than a ‘traditional’ backdrop to the main drama of the birth of modernity in Hanoverian Britain. A race got under way, as one after another claimed a ‘consumer revolution’ for their own period. Stuart historians have spotted it in seventeenth-century England, Renaissance scholars traced its roots to fifteenth-century Florence and Venice, while medieval historians detected its embryonic stirrings in a new taste for beef and ale and playing cards. Scholars of China added that the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), too, had a cult of things and deserved to be recognized as ‘early modern’.3

The birth metaphor alerts us to the importance historians attach to origins, and to the tunnel vision this can produce. The focus on national origin has tended to distract historians from comparison across cultures and to reduce the past to an antecedent of the present, a stage on the road to today’s throwaway society. This has made it sometimes difficult to appreciate what was distinctive about the use and meaning of goods in earlier times. The next two chapters attempt to provide a more rounded, evolutionary view that allows us to see parallels as well as the ultimate divergence in the global diffusion of goods between 1500 and 1800. There was no single modern consumer culture. Renaissance Italy, China in the late Ming dynasty (1520s–1644), and the Netherlands and Britain in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries all saw a notable increase in possessions. All had shops and lexicons of taste. Each was dynamic, but in different ways. Which direction the flow of goods took was, in part, shaped by states and markets, income and prices, urbanization and social structure. Ultimately, however, as I hope to show, it was the values that these societies attached to things that set them apart from each other and made some hungrier consumers than others.

THE WORLD OF GOODS

One of the achievements of the three centuries between 1500 and 1800 was to join together distant continents in a world of goods. Trans-regional trade already flourished in earlier periods. The Silk Road had connected Asia with the Mediterranean since 200 BCE. By 800 CE, the Indian Ocean was a dynamic, integrated trading zone. This early phase used to be associated by historians with pepper and spices, fine silks and other luxury goods. It is now clear that sugar, dates, cloth and other bulk goods such as timber were a significant part of cargo even then. By the twelfth century, dyed and block-printed cottons from India were traded in Cairo and East Africa.4 Venice, Florence and Genoa acted as gateways between Europe and the Orient, pulling in oriental silks and Turkish carpets in exchange for European metals and furs. What was new after 1500 was not only that the Americas were opened up but that all these trading zones became connected in a truly global manner. A good deal of getting and spending continued to be in regional markets, but these now received an injection of global goods. Tea, porcelain and even sugar flowed from China to Europe and the Americas as well as Japan.5 American tobacco, turkey, maize (corn) and the sweet potato went to China; cotton textiles from Gujarat and the Coromandel coast found new customers in Europe and her Atlantic colonies, in addition to established markets in Japan and East Asia.

Trade and consumption, of course, are not the same thing. One is about the exchange of goods. The other is about people’s acquisition and use of them. Still, the former is a major facilitator of the latter, and so an important backdrop to our story. In the three centuries between 1500 and 1800, global trade was expanding at an unprecedented rate, growing by 1 per cent a year on average.6 It added up: in 1800, twenty-three times as many goods were floating on the world’s oceans as there had been three centuries earlier. These growth rates are particularly impressive when we bear in mind that this was in a period before the Industrial Revolution, in a world which did not know of large, sustained economic growth. By one estimate, the GDP of both Europe and China grew no more than 0.4 per cent a year in these three centuries, and even this reflects mainly population growth. If adjusted per person, their annual rate of growth of GDP drops to 0.1 per cent and 0 per cent respectively.7 In such an environment of low or zero growth, the rise in trade made a big difference. It brought more goods in greater variety, and even some goods that had never been seen before, such as printed cottons from India and cocoa from the New World. And by widening the channels of commerce, trade encouraged specialization and the division of labour. Instead of mainly consuming the fruits of their own labour – like most peasants growing their own food had for most of the Middle Ages – more and more people sold and bought goods on the market. The growth of trade did not trigger a complete transformation. Even in advanced European societies, many housewives continued to sew and knit at least some of their family clothes and hand them down well into the twentieth century. Elsewhere, some peasants continued to live from hand to mouth. But the rise of commerce did lead to a shift in the balance and orientation of consumption as well as its volume. Choosing and buying things in the market became more significant, home production and gift giving less so. In this sense, commerce and consumption went hand in hand.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the main trade current was from East to West. Unlike Spain and England, the Ming was not a global empire. Ocean trade was banned for most of the dynasty; a formal ‘sea ban’ was introduced in 1371 in an attempt to root out pirates and smuggling, and not abolished until 1567. The ambitious seven voyages to India and the Persian Gulf by the eunuch Zheng He between 1405 and 1433 commissioned by the Yongle emperor were exceptional, and subsequent rulers reverted from an active policy of mercantile expansion. In reality, however, traders continued to find a way through informal and illegal channels. Foreign merchants were officially not allowed to enter the Middle Kingdom except as members of a diplomatic mission. In addition to offering tribute goods to the Chinese court, many such embassies effectively operated as trade delegations. Smuggling took place on a much larger scale. The pirate trader Wang Zhi had several hundred vessels and a 100,000-strong crew under his command in the mid-sixteenth century.8 Many Chinese merchants simply got around the ‘sea ban’ by basing themselves on the islands off the south-eastern coast of China; one main route for textiles was via Ryukyu (today, Okinawa). The first European merchants to set up a trading post were the Portuguese, at Macao, also on the south coast, in 1557. A few years later, in 1573, Spanish galleons began to anchor at Manila in the Philippines. In 1609, Antonia de Morga, the president of the Crown of Castile’s tribunal (audiencia) in the East Indies listed the emporium of Chinese goods that the junks unloaded there for sale to the Spanish. Some of these were in the luxury range: ivory, velvets embroidered with gold, pearls and rubies, pepper and spices. Yet there was also:


white cotton cloth of different kinds and qualities, for all uses … many bed ornaments, hangings, coverlets, and tapestries of embroidered velvet; … tablecloths, cushions, and carpets … copper kettles … little boxes and writing-cases; beds, tables, chairs, and gilded benches, painted in many figures and patterns; … numberless other gewgaws and ornaments of little value and worth, which are esteemed among the Spaniards; besides a quantity of fine crockery of all kinds; … beads of all kinds … and rarities – which, did I refer to them all, I would never finish, nor have sufficient paper for it.9



The international marketplace was becoming more crowded with things. But until the middle of the eighteenth century, transactions were lopsided. Europeans paid China not in goods but largely in silver, mined and shipped from the New World. Silver was a crucial lubricant in the growth of markets, because it oiled the wheels of commerce and monetized society, making it easier to buy and sell goods. It was also one thing that China was desperately short of. Its own silver mines were limited, while the demands of the imperial bureaucracy, for which it was the lifeblood, were limitless. Chinese merchants were hungry for the silver that foreign traders brought with them in exchange for Chinese porcelain and textiles. Until the 1520s, the bulk came from silver mines in central Europe and Japan. In the next century, this would be outshone by the bullion from New Spain. Spanish officials had their fingers so deep in corruption that it is impossible to know how much silver was actually shipped in addition to that which they chose to record. But it is clear that the galleons were creaking under the weight as they sailed from Acapulco in the New World to Seville in the old, and on to Amsterdam and London, where the Dutch and English East India Companies put it on their ships sailing to Asia to pay for spices, porcelain, silk and cotton. In the early seventeenth century, at least 60,000kg of Spanish silver reached China every year. In 1602, one official in Acapulco told the Spanish Crown that 345,000kg had been sent to Manila.10 Still, even then China was not hermetically sealed. In the classic novel The Dream of the Red Chamber (Hong Lou Meng) (1791), European clocks and textiles make an appearance, as do Western wine and even a Western spotted dog.11

This was not a simple success story. Trade wars, piracy and treacherous oceans disrupted the traffic of goods. Vasco da Gama’s fleet first reached Calicut on India’s south-western Malabar Coast in 1498. Two centuries later, the biggest of the European chartered companies in the East Indies, the Dutch Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), still had only two hundred ships. As late as 1700, all European ships combined brought back from Asia 230,000 tons of goods a year, an amount that would fit into two big container ships today. In the early eighteenth century, the VOC dispatched no more than thirty to forty ships a year to Asia. But ships were getting bigger and returning with bigger cargoes; in an average year in the 1680s, VOC ships returned with 9,800 tons from Asia; by the 1700s, it was more than double that (22,000 tons).12 More boats and goods were crossing the Baltic and Mediterranean, and the continuing importance of these markets must not be forgotten; the Dutch controlled the herring trade in the seventeenth century; the fish was caught mostly in the North Sea and then exported, together with salt, to the Baltic and the German states. Direct comparisons between the European and Asian trade are fraught with difficulties. The voyages, the cargo, its quality and value were all radically different. It is 13,500 nautical miles to sail from Amsterdam to the Dutch East Indies, but only 641 to reach Copenhagen. The profits on a ton of pepper or porcelain vastly exceeded that on a ton of herring. However small comparatively in weight and volume – the VOC’s share of all Dutch commerce never exceeded a quarter – it was the precious value of the goods that made the Asian trade so significant. By one estimate, their combined annual value had reached 20 million guilders by the mid-eighteenth century, greater than that of everything the Dutch brought back from the Baltic.13

From the late seventeenth century, commerce started shifting towards to the Atlantic world, and this pull was nowhere stronger than for the English economy. In the 1630s, the bulk of goods England sold abroad had been woollens, to the rest of Europe. By 1700, these were being outpaced by the exotic crops from the new world: sugar, tobacco and, to a lesser extent, coffee.14 But the Atlantic world provided more than cheap new commodities harvested by slaves. It also, and in contrast to China and imperial Spain, contributed a fast-growing customer base. Richard Ligon sailed from England to Barbados in the summer of 1647 on the 350-ton Achilles. At the end of his three-year stay, he noted the goods the sugar economy was attracting. A hundred ships a year landed at the island. In addition to ‘servants and slaves’, they brought ‘cloth of all kinds, both Linnen and Wollen; Stuffs; Hatts, Hose, Shoes, Gloves, Swords, Knives, Locks, Keys, &c. Victuals of all kinds, that will endure the Sea, in so long a voyage. Olives, Capers, Anchovies, salted Flesh and Fish, pickled Macquerells and Herrings, Wine of all sorts and the boon Beer d’Angleterre’.15 These were humble beginnings. When Ligon crossed the Atlantic, there were barely more than 100,000 English settlers in the West Indies and North American colonies. By the time American patriots declared their independence in 1776, the figure was approaching 3 million. In trade, the real take-off came in the decades after 1700. In that year, England exported goods worth £205,000 to the West Indies. Seventy years later, the value of exported goods was £1.2 million. Exports to North America grew even faster in this period, from £256,000 to £2.5 million, especially metalware and woollen goods. In the course of the eighteenth century, the American colonies, the West Indies and West Africa grew into an important extension of Britain’s home market, taking, by its end, one third
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* By farm households with ten or more milk cows.

Source: Jan de Vries, The Dutch Rural Economy in the Golden Age, 1500–1700 (1974), pp. 219, 221.
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Source: Lorna Weatherill, Consumer Behaviour and Material Culture in Britain 1660–1760, 2nd edn 1996, table 2.1.
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* Major towns include Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Winchester and Cambridge

Source: Lorna Weatherill, Consumer Behaviour and Material Culture in Britain 1660–1760, 2nd edn 1996, table 4.4.
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Source: Robert Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective (2009), p. 40.
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