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Résumé

Le temps est venu de s’attacher a I'étude desaictiens entre la consommation et la
société civile du XVllle au XXe siecle. Il apparait en particulier pertinent de
procéder a une contextualisation du concept de ocomgteur mais aussi de
problématiser la notion de choix pour parvenir & uneilleure compréhension de
l'interaction entre consommation et citoyennetéedt nécessaire de dépasser le cliché
selon lequel le développement de la premiére iropligit le désengagement de
l'individu de ses responsabilités civiques et leemit a un individualisme notamment
répréhensible sur le plan de la morale. Les exesmiéel’utilisation de I'eau et du gaz
au 19 siécle montrent la compatibilité entre désir desconmer et implication dans la
vie de la cité. En outre, on serait avisé de seddes généralisations hatives basées
sur des données nationales. Il conviendrait auramatde distinguer les pratiques de
consommation, y compris dans leur dimension sqcitideurs incidences dans les
villes et dans les campagnes, mais aussi selopditgnance de classe.

Abstract

This article calls for research into the impactcohsumption upon civil society from
the 18 to the 28' century. This perspective would require a contaligation of the
concept of the consumer, and a careful handlinthehotion of choice to reach a better
understanding of the interaction between consumgial citizenship. It is necessary to
go beyond the cliché according to which the develept of the latter implies a
disengagement of the individual from his civic r@sgibilities and that it condemns
him to the moral impasse of individualism. The epéan of the use of gas and water in
the 19" century show the compatibility between the deira consumer and an active
citizen. Furthermore, one should be wary of wilsh@mlisations based upon national
contexts. To do so, one should look at consumimgtmes, including in their social
dimensions, and to analyse how they vary accortiingeographical locations and
class.
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“Civil society” and “consumption” were one of theost successful, dramatically
expanding subject areas and topics of debate itagiidew decades of the 2@entury,
generating new social movements and internatioaaéldpment directives as well as
major research initiatives and entire librariedbobks and articles. Looking back from
the vantage point of the early 21st century on ehego booming fields, what is
remarkable is how little traffic there has beenwssn them. Most research on civil
society has not engaged with work on consumptiom, ace versa, resulting in a
respectful silence between their respective theames findings. This becomes even
more intriguing if we note that from the outsettire late 17 and 18' centuries the
expansion of ‘civil society’ and of ‘consumptions a set of practices and norms were
intertwined. What happens if we put these two phesma and literatures together?
Most of the thinking and literature on these twpits has taken diverging paths. My
contribution to this workshop is a deliberately ®adhnging and (hopefully)
provocative foray across these two sets of liteestuo think about points of contact
across time, space and different domains of lifee Thain question is simple: what has
been the relationship between the development $waption and civil society from
the 18" century to the 207

To speak of ‘respectful silence’ is, of course, engralisation. Still, 1 would
contend it is a useful generalisation, for while tinterplay between commerce and
civil society has been well researched, the coutioin of consumption is less clear.
Most work has tended to use consumption in anungntal fashion, either interested
in the use of shopping/boycott as a form of pditiaction or in the role of consumer
associations for social politics and refofnut rarely with a broader interest in
consumption as such, and how people’s use of thawgs time has influenced the
moral and material shape of civil society.

If referred to at all by recent writers on civilcsety, consumption has featured as
shorthand for selfish materialism eroding publiga&gmement, community solidarity,
and deliberative reason. Vaclav Havel, Jirgen Habhsrand Robert Puthnam may not

1 M. Micheletti, Political Virtue and Shopping: Individuals, Consuism, and Collective Actiorew
York and Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2003; D. Stolle &nd Micheletti, “What Motivates Political
Consumers?”Forschungsjournal Neue Soziale Bewegungén2005); M. Hilton,Consumerism in
Twentieth-Century Britain, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003; M.-Ehessel,

« Catholicisme Social et Education du ConsommateiasLigue Sociale d'Acheteurs au Coeur des
Débats (1908-1910) », in M.-E. Chessel and B. Dwn@us.),Catholicisme et Modernisation de la
Société Francaise (1890-1960) (Cahiers du CentesrBiLéon d'Histoire Economique et Sociale, No.
2), Lyon, Centre Pierrd.¢on d'histoireéconomique et socialepos, p. 19-39; A. Chatriot, M.-
E. Chessel and M. Hilton (edsAu Nom du Consommateur: Consommation et politiqu&w@ope et
aux Etats-Unis au XXe SiécPRaris, La Découverte, 2004. For the history ofdbesumer as an identity
and category, see F. Trentmann (éichg Making of the Consumer: Knowledge, Power armahtity in
the Modern WorldDOxford and New York, Berg, 2006.
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agree on much else, but they certainly share aslesof what they see as the corrosive
force of consumerism. In his influential ‘Power thfe Powerless’ in 1978, Havel
attacked not just post-totalitarian systems in Hast but also ‘the consumer society’
which he blamed for creating démoralizedperson’ ‘whose identity is dissolved in an
amalgam of the accoutrements of mass civilizataord who has no roots in the order
of being.” Sweeping moral critiques of consumption have begually central to
recent writings with a communitarian flavour. RabButnam’sBowling Alonehas
been the most influential example of this traditidelevision watching here is a root
cause of public disengagement, of turning a so@gjginers into one of loners.

These anxieties and ways of looking at media anglulao consumption have
longer traditions, some in fact reaching back taiemt Greecé. The threat of
materialism to public life was a core theme in dedqueville’'sDe la démocratie en
Amérique(1835). Bedazzled by the sight of new possessidtizens stood in danger
of losing their self-restraint. The connection betw private fortune and public well-
being became obscured. De Tocqueville worried ghihmake them ‘lose sight of the
close connection that exists between the privatieirfie of each and the prosperity of
all.”* Religion and virtuous consumption, de Tocqueilteped, might contain self-
centred hedonistic materialism, but its potental éroding public spirit was always
present. For Putnam, it was TV which succeededrimrg this potential into reality.

Putnam’s analysis and theory of social capital hatected widespread debate,
and go beyond the concerns of this paper. But wghr@evant here is to note how these
debates about civil society and public life haveided any sustained engagement with
what we know about consumption. References havairad tied to a moral critique of
consumption as ‘inauthentic’ and alienating, drayvom a narrative of the loss of the
individual in ‘mass’ civilization as well as echgirolder fears of excess and luxury
undermining an ‘authentic’ community. The debateRarinam focused on problems
with his data, on the role of women’s emancipafdod women’s greater entry into the
workforce, and on his use of a distinct cohort gaapy the economic depression, the
New Deal, and the Second World WaBy contrast, little has been said about the very
limited and problematic approach to consumption.t Maly has recent research
suggested that for many people watching televisian create a sense of public
connection (at least amongst British view&r$)lore generally, the assumption that
modern consumption is inherently demoralising, rateng, inauthentic or privatising
has effectively been thrown over board by a gemerabf work in anthropology,

2 Vaclav Havel, “Power of the Powerless”, liiving in Truth London, Faber, 1987, p. 62, emphasis in
original.

% J. Davidson,Courtesans and Fishcakes: The Consuming PassionGlasfsical Athenslondon,
Fontana, 1998.

* Alexis de Tocqueville,Democracy in AmericaLondon, Oxford University Press, 1946, Part Il
chapters X — XIIl. See also D. HorowitZhe Morality of Spending: Attitudes Towards the §loner
Society in America, 1875-194Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985.

® See the debate #merican Prospedtl996).

® Nick Couldry, Sonia Livingstone and Tim MarkhaMedia Consumption and Public Engagement:
beyond the presumption of attenti@asingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.
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geography, sociology and histdhConsumption practices are vital in the creation of
self and social identity and inject morality intacgal life rather than just sucking it out.
Consumption involves a diverse set of practicekiem tastes and systems of provision
— eating out, gardening, shopping, collecting stuiing and discarding it. What
happens if, instead of turning to a small slicemisumption (TV or the shopping mall)
we start out with a broader, more open and neguaktion about how in modernity
different forms of consumption have impinged oril@aciety, and vice versa?

In this paper | want to take this question intorfalirections — one could add
many more, but these four themes are what | semrag of the principal issues that
deserve exploration and might give some focus tal@mcussion. They are:

[ | the need to distinguish ‘civil society’ from libérdemocracy, and,
instead, to explore diversity as its modus operandi

[ | conversely, not to automatically associate ‘choimed the ‘consumer’
with a liberal market model of individualist utiftmaximizers.

u to ask what happens to our understanding of coalety, if we look at
consumption not just as a momentary act of purchagealso involving routine
practices (imagine taking a bath, eating breakfssgning to the radio).

u to recognise that in reality any given civil sogigs composed of
multiple diverse cultures of consumption and syst@&provision. The unevenness of
consumption complicates linear, homogenous naastief national types of civil
society.

Both civil society and a modern culture of consummptcame to prominence in
the eighteenth century, their parallel expansioanda natural reason to wonder about
shared patterns and underlying sources of developritehas been tempting to trace
these to a liberal domain of markets and polifidsgs is misleading. Civil society is not
the child of liberal reason, self or governmenyaliit is often presumed to be in
Whiggish narratives of democracy or in Foucauldaitiques of it. Most will be
familiar with Ferguson’sEssay on the History of Civil Societ¥767), a paean to a
masculine, martial culture of propertied citizelisivould be wrong to see this just as
the last gasp of an older vision of republicanzeitiship and international rivalry that
was being phased out by a new, more liberal analaeenlightenment model of rights,
reason, and representation. Into the early ningteeentury, civil society in Britain
remained predominantly linked to an Anglican andnarchical society. Most texts
were pamphlets and sermons celebrating civil spcéest a well-ordered Christian
community with a good magistrate at its helm arstilimg in its members a sense of

" The literature now runs into several thousands, e web-bibliography at www.bbk.consume/
worddocuments/consumption%20biblio.doc. For poaitentry to these debates, see e.g. D. Miller (ed.)
Acknowledging Consumption: A Review of New Studiesdon, Routledge, 1995; B. Fine and E.
Leopold, The World of Consumption: The Material and Culturavisited London, Routledge, 2002; V.
Zelizer, “Culture and Consumption”, in N. J. Smelssd R. Swedberg (eds.Jhe Handbook of
Economic SociologyPrinceton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 2005Brewer and F. Trentmann
(eds.),Consuming Cultures, Global Perspectives: Historidahjectories, Transnational Exchanges,
Oxford and New York, Berg, 2006.
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social solidarity, respect for family, Church, akthg — in short, a bulwark against
secular excess, barbarism, and a loss of socigjatioin®

Texts like Robert Burrow'<ivil Society and Government Vindicated from the
Charge of Being Founded on, and Preserved by, DissioArts a sermon preached at
London’s Guildhall in 1723 were typical. Burrow toon Mandeville for his idea that
self-interest and vice advanced the public interestead, people had turned to civil
society looking for mutual love and social solidkariGod was vital, because He taught
members of a civil society how to distinguish bedgwegood and evil and how to respect
mutual obligations. Defenders of civil society likgurrow may have lacked the
philosophical rigour and originality of their comporary enlightenment giants. Still,
they make up by far to the majority of publicatiarscivil society at the time, to judge
by the English Short Title Catalogue and the Baaiandex. Moreover, Adam Smith
and friends themselves did not use civil societyaitiberal fashion, separate from
government. Hooker and Locke had initiated the issaace of civil society in the late
16" and 17" centuries with a view of civil society as politicciety, and subsequent
generations continued to associate civil societi government.

What emerges from these texts is a predominantesttan civil society as a
safeguard against centralising regimes, not a haghte liberal democracy. It is what
unites them with Montesquieu as well as Burke, keenpreserving mixed regimes
against the despotism associated with absolute rlaypand democracy. The role of
religion here deserves special emphasis. ‘[R]eligsothe basis of civil society and the
source of all good and of all comfort, as Burke jguin his hugely influential
Reflections on the Revolution in Fran¢E790). The legitimacy of the state vitally
depended on established religion. In the last amglyhis was a cultural more than an
institutional argument. People, especially peoplth wower, as Burke was keen to
stress, needed to know they had to act in trust,tlaat they ultimately had to account
for their actions to a Higher Authority. This hiechical view of civil society, with its
mutual fear of despotic rulers and public opinidmipped up by journalists, could not
be more different from a model of liberal democracyhat of deliberative reason with
which civil society became associated in the latentieth century.

To search for a common liberal moment of birthhimking about the relationship
between civil society and consumption, then, wdaktl us to a historical cul-de-sac.
As for civil society, so for consumption: putting bberal glasses may distort as much
as reveal about the dynamics of expansion in thjig@enth century. There can be little
doubt about the enormous expansion of material gjoodnership and use in the
transatlantic world in the course of the eighteasghtury. By its end, the majority of
urban Britons (poor as well as rich) were activanbers in a consumer culture. At the
same time, market forces or a focus on the indaliduility-maximising shopper are
unsatisfactory to explain the scope and substahdbi® expansion. Transnationally,

8 Frank Trentmann, “The problem with civil societijutting Modern European History Back into
Contemporary debate”, in M. Glasius, D. Lewis and 3#ckinelgin (eds.)Exploring Civil Society:
Political and CulturalContexts, London and New York, Routledge, 20043.ch.

°® On Hooker's influence, see Jose Harris's chaptelose Harris (ed.ivil Society in British History:
ideas, identities, institution®©xford, Oxford University Press, 2003.
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consumption expanded on the back of slavery aneiimppower:® At home, a main
engine was a new cultural ideal and practice ofility’ and ‘comfort’, boosted by a
search for novelty, distinction, and pleasure.

It is in this domain that we may discern symbid&atures between civil society
and consumption. Civil society marked a new maltaminalization, using goods and
services to sustain politeness and sentiment, rétla® a cold material-less realm of
individual reason. In the early eighteenth centaiyil society’ came to overlap with
‘civility’ and ‘politeness’, both in Britain and ifrrance. French manuals, like that of
the Abbé de Bellegarde were translated, offerirggrthiddling sort and aristocracy in
Britain Reflexions upon the Politeness of Manners; with iMaxfor Civil Society
(1707)* In the late seventeenth and eighteenth centudiggité’ embarks on a major
shift in meaning, as Roger Chartier has shown.|Wmn it had been either used in an
older Aristotelian sense to refer to the governmeint town or as description of
national customs. Now these meanings give way,eguih a normative universal
direction (civilisation) but also into a more sgexsocial direction, paying attention to
the behaviour and moral characteristics of indigidwand particular groups (conversing
in a civil manner)?

Consumption was essential to both sides of thidbkomovement. John Millar in
his history ofThe Origin of the Distinction of Rank$778), traced the development of
modern ‘refined and polished nations’ to a new tédasor refined and elegant
amusement’ in which women were assigned a new Isepace vital for the polite
mixing of the sexes and for the uplifting of cigdition. Women played the role of
cultural traffic wardens whose politeness and ci#pafor refined conversation
prevented luxurious nations from drifting into Int@®us manners and disorder.

Civility required not just thought but practicesatmeeded to be performed, to
assure oneself as much as others of possessinitéteor and social qualitie's.
Sociability and politeness became a source of tisgestatus, a practice and language
for keeping well-mannered elites from ill-mannergidebs. As practice and
performance, civility and consumption became intghatied now. Driven by an
increasingly prosperous middling sort, civility andnsumption, came together as a
strategy of social distinction. It is these feasu¢social practice and distinction) rather
than any supposedly ‘open’ or liberal qualitiest thamy view characterise civil society
in the eighteenth century.

But there is another shared characteristic whickedes pondering, and that
arises from the anti-centralising momentum of" i&ntury civil society thinking.

19K. PomeranzThe Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Makifithe Modern World Economy
Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 2000.

1 Jane Rendall, “The Progress of Civilization: Wom&ender, and Enlightened Perspectives on Civil
Society c¢. 1750-1800", in Karen Hagemann, Sonyahkliand Gunilla Budde (edsivil Society,
Public Space and Gender Justice. Historical and Garative Perspective©xford, Berghahn, 2008.

12 R. Chartier, “Civilité”, in R. Reichardt and E. ISuitt (eds.), Handbuch politisch-sozialer
Grundbegriffe in Frankreich 1680-182Bliinchen, R. Oldenbourg, 1986, p. 7-50.

13 John BrewerThe Pleasures of the Imagination: English Cultutethie Eighteenth Century.ondon,
HarperCollins, 1997; Amanda VickeryThe Gentleman's Daughter: Women's Lives in Georgian
England New Haven, Conn, Yale University Press, 1998.
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Clearly, these (mainly) Anglican defenders of Chuand King were not pluralists and
multiculturalists in the current sense. Still, umdEth their commitment to hierarchy
and a sense of mutual obligations, there was agrgibon of the diversity of social
relations and practices that needed to be maimtaagainst drives for uniformity.
Hence, civil society authors’ instinctive disliké @ligious fanatics and governments
with universal ambitions. Fanatics and atheistedtened to erase the space between
the Earthly City and the City of Gdd.Absolute monarchs threatened to eliminate the
space for aristocratic parlements and other cosinieilbrief, civil society was opposed
to streamlining and to totalising projects. Whilevar inclusive in a democratic
fashion, it respected and legitimated spaces tdréifice.

If we look at consumption not only in terms of atigeor purchase but also as a
set of practices (eating, washing, collecting, kdiging, having tea parties), we can see
why this willingness to live with difference mightatter. The 18 century involved an
expanding space of material culture, and the diffeuses and performances of objects.
Historians argue about how to date this processigaly, and to what degree (if any)
British and North-West European societies were @hef the material advances
enjoyed by urban populations along the Asian cd@eantitative inquiries, however,
should not distract from what is a very fundamempaalitative shift: consumption
came with an unstoppable flow of new habits andimes — from using particular
cutlery for different parts of the meal to domesiigals of tea-drinking. If civil society
recognised the virtue of diversity in the socialdapolitical realm, consumption
promoted the diversity of social practice. Civicgdy was a new material civilisation.
The slippage in the I8century between ‘civil society’, ‘civilization’ ah‘civilising’,
between civilit¢ and honnéte, civility and politsagin 18 century culture should
therefore not be surprising. There is no need, Weweo discuss this overlap only
within an intellectual framework concerned with marural history and progressive
stages of development, or in terms of social disw@pas in Norbert Elias’ account of
the ‘civilising moment’. ‘Civilising’ forms of consmption also meant expanding
networks of social practices that diversified eday life. In this diversification of
practices we may discern the material foundatiamswhat Ernest Gellner called
‘modular man’.

So far | have argued against seeing civil socieiy eonsumption as part of an
unfolding liberal regime of rights, markets, andsen. As | hope should be clear from
the above, we are dealing not with a rights-basdd/idual or questions of individual
interest (in the economic sense) but about perfggnindividuals engaged in social
practices aimed at achieving civility. Civilitykk consumption, required and created
competencies — the culture of sentiment, for exammquired a particular form of
reading and conversing about the new novel; eatiragnges with the incorporation of
increasingly diversified cutlery, cups, and glassdss may be good enough for the
eighteenth century, but it might not shake a coreahliberal critic, who might see it
purely as a small shift in periodisation. After,all the nineteenth century liberalism
and a liberal market system of commodities, lamdl, labour became dominant, such a

4 Dominique Colas D.Le Glaive et le fléau : Généalogie de la sociétéleiet du fanatismeParis,
Grasset, 1992.
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critic might retort. Let me therefore come hereaasecond exercise in historical
retrieval, one concerning ‘the consumer’ and ‘ckbiSuch has been the influence of
neoliberalism on our vocabulary and imaginatiort thase terms have almost naturally
acquired the meaning associated with how econorarsismarketers view individual
shoppers. There are two responses to this. Fiity@ologists and geographers have
shown that shopping is much more than what mangaocsts or marketers may think,
involving sociality and moral consideratiof'sSecond, and this is what | wish to
explore here, we can ask about the historicallycifipecontexts and traditions which
helped to establish ‘the consumer’ and ‘choice’ gade them legitimacy over time.

Most of the confusion or misunderstanding derivesnfa simple mistake made
by most writers in the social sciences and hunmemiflhey have used ‘the consumer’
and ‘choice’ as an apparently universal, ahistbrcét of analysis, somehow accepting
as unchanging the liberal content given to theseetent neoclassical economics.
Because these have become dominant ways of viewcgntly, however, does not
mean that they must always been, nor that curresgermay not have become grafted
onto quite different foundations. Instead we needask what ‘the consumer and
‘choice’ meant in different historical contexts.

As | have shown at greater length elsewhere, ‘tresemer’ was virtually absent
from eighteenth century societies. The consumer avageation of the nineteenth
century’® Before then, people were merchants or peasanigsyartisans, the elderly
or the mob, but they did not talk of themselvesthiers as consumers. A shift occurred
in the course of the nineteenth century, beginmuity Britain and the United States,
and later also in France, Germany, and other sesiebignificantly, it was particular
political traditions and political contexts that deagroups stand up and adopt the name
of consumers. In Britain and the United Statesiceddnd liberal traditions pushed the
consumer to the forefront in conflicts betweenestatd civil society. This is the story
of free traders and anti-slavery campaigners apuedb ‘the consumer as an
embodiment of the public interest and humanity @Bgjai‘'vested interests’, the
producers and slave-owners and traders protectéukebstate.

Interestingly, it was in mid-19 century France, not its commercially more
advanced neighbour Britain, that liberal politi@@onomists around Frédéric Bastiat
began to celebrate ‘the consumer’ in a call fosdaz-faire. ‘We must learn to look at
everything from the point of view of the consumevere Bastiat's famous last words
on his deathbed in 1850. In Britain, by contrastynd Stuart Mill condemned the libre
eéchangistes’ idea of the market and property asralasystem. Consumers indeed
needed to be protected against monopolists butaterthe consumer and free markets

5D, Miller, P. Jackson, N. Thrift, B. Holbrook amd. Rowlands (eds.)Shopping, Place and Identjty
London, Routledge, 1998; D. Millefhe Dialectics of Shopping;hicago, University of Chicago Press,
2001. C. Barnett, P. Cloke, N. Clarke and A. Madpd€onsuming Ethics: Articulating the Subjects and
Spaces of Ethical Consumptiomntipode 37, 1 (2005), p. 23-45.

' F. Trentmann, “The Modern Genealogy of the Consuivieanings, Knowledge, and Identities”, in J.
Brewer and F. Trentmann (eds@pnsuming Cultures, Global Perspectives: Historidabjectories,
Transnational Exchange€Oxford and New York, Berg, 2006, p. 19-69, refr. Garon and P. L.
Maclachlan (eds.)The Ambivalent Consumer: Questioning Consumptioidst Asia and th&Vest,
Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 2006.

45



Recherches Britanniquggolume | — numéro 1/ 2011, p. 37-53

a maxim of political economy, let alone of polieyas an alien, even distasteful thought
to Mill and colleagues’

But, equally if not more important than these cotdl over trade policy, were
local battles over gas and water. These local maflre fascinating because they offer
a way into an altogether different world of constiomp and politics from that
associated with the department store and the hagialishopper. In battles over London
water in the second half of the nineteenth centiing consumer’ initially stood for
male property-owning local taxpayers — not all essits. The object and service in
guestion — water — likewise bore no resemblandhecaverage commodity. Not only
was there no market in water — different parts @fidon were in the hands of different
private monopolies. What consumers paid was alsedan the value of their home,
not on the volume of water they consumed — an ga@ent which continues to
dominate in Britain to this day, where only a mitboof private users pay by meter.
Finally, when ‘consumer defence leagues’ begamiiaiz they did not do so only with
material benefits in mind but demanded rights, aotability, and even formal
representation — some called for a ‘water parligdmétere is an example as good as
any of how domains of consumption created nodgsubfic engagement, advancing a
sense of civic entittement and commitment, rathHsant necessarily promoting a
privatised sense of self and detachment from pulkic New domestic consumption
technologies, practices, and sensibilities of geaveomfort and cleanliness (Victorian
London was known as the WC capital of the worl& spread of bathrooms in middle
class homes) spilled over into public life, widemihe terrain of politics.

The battles for water are also a reminder of th&tioaing importance of non-
private consumption — in this case, especially lyatommercial consumers. In current
parlance, and largely reflecting the ubiquity ofeet liberal economic language, the
consumer is instinctively taken to be a privatechaser and end-user. When we talk of
the history or historiography of ‘consumption’, @Wen't usually mean the consumption
of coal by industrial firms, the use of water irriaglture or the consumption of food
and orange juice in hospitals. In recent years,ma@ trend in consumption studies,
however, has been to reintegrate work, productemd public services into the
analysis. There are advantages but also disadwmtag treating work and
consumption in separate panels.

Certainly, there is no inherent reason to sepgratate end-users from public
and commercial consumers. Indeed, the one poligéicahomist who decided to accord
consumption a special section in the first halthed nineteenth century, Jean Baptiste
Say, did so by deliberately including the ‘reproikee consumption’ of goods in
factories in hisTraité d’ économigolitique'® In Britain, on the eve of the First World
War, the leading Free Trader and chemical industridlfred Mond, defended the
consumer as ‘the national interest’ that includedustrial consumers of cheap raw
materials as well as private consumers of cheag. fimoGermany, as late as the 1920s,

" As Donald Winch has shown, this disagreement bewidill, Cairnes and the French school had its
roots in a disagreement about the artificial asospg to the natural nature of monopoly (such ageldn
property) and the resulting implications for whaasva fair or naturally justified price, and what a
legitimate or illegitimate form of state intervemti Donald Winch, “The Problematic Status of the
Consumer in Orthodox Economic Thought”, in Trentmaviaking of the Consumeop. cit, p. 31-51.

18 Jean-Baptiste Sayraité d’économigolitique, Paris, Antoine-Augustin Renouard, 1814, I1I, chap
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the big heavy industries used the language of ¢éimswmer to legitimise their seats on
corporatist policy councils.

But the use of the consumer to renegotiate the demiss between civil society
and state in radical and progressive traditionBritain and America were not the only
pathway to its growing social and political sigo#nce. The strength of rival traditions
and identities (production in France; land and potidn in Germany and Austria)
inhibited a similar political appropriation of th@onsumer as a representative of a
public interest; again, we can only note here hawate nineteenth-century France
Charles Gide and the cooperative movement higlddjithe use and recycling of
objects, not just price and purchase. In the CeRwavers it was through the orbit of
state and nation that the consumer acquired a hgbéle. Not surprisingly, it was the
nationalist project of war which gave the consunterbreakthrough via the state-
sponsored establishment of consumer committeeesefve national resources.

While ‘the consumer’, then, could appear wavindgedédnt political flags, it is
important to recognise its broadly positive conitibn to civil society and citizenship
in liberal commercial societies confronting a newvorld of abundance. This is
especially true for Britain and the United Statesthe late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Such has been the commumtariaepublican critique of ‘choice’
and ‘the consumer’ in recent years, that it hasolme natural to view consumer and
citizen as polar opposite identities and orientetjamne favouring personal pleasure the
other public commitment.

Radicals, liberals, and feminists at the turn of thneteenth to the twentieth
centuries would have been baffled by this dogmdiwide. Women demanding the
suffrage in Britain and the United States pointedthieir competencies as family
shoppers to call in their rights as voters andeiis — did they not vote daily with their
purse in the marketplace? By identifying consummth the public interest, moreover,
women could rally to causes like Free Trade asopcitizens; they might have been
formally excluded from the vote, but as housewiaad payers of indirect taxes they
were indirectly part of the political nation. Theaperative movement — the most
popular social movement before the First World Wastressed how, by socialising
consumers in the art of civil society in meetingkections, committees etc., it was
nursing them for citizenship. Finally, progressragicals like J. A. Hobson invoked a
‘citizen-consumer’, a person who benefited from ¢theapness made possible by Free
Trade not by becoming self-interested but by dguatp higher wants and learning to
give social and ethical thought to the conditiohproduction.

This last position has interested me for some ti@@sumption here becomes a
source of social solidarity across time and spdicés not the invisible hand but
individuals’ consciousness and involvement withitttmmmunity and those around
them that is seen to steer industrial civilisatiupnvards — consumers would prefer high-
quality goods produced by workers benefiting fronfam wage. There were many
dilemmas which Hobson side-stepped here — highetsaand quality for one person
need not be the same for others; social, ethicdlirternational considerations do not
always coincide. Still, what is intriguing is thae are now dealing with champions of
the consumer as a virtuous member of civil socisyneone who can be trusted
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(indeed needs to be trusted, given Hobson’s diagmdsunderconsumption’) to act in
the public interest. More ‘better’ consumption wibdtrengthen the bonds of civil
society, not result in excess and disorder assutiaith a lack of self-restraint and
hedonistic display in older critiques of luxury gmopular indulgence.

The career of ‘choice’ similarly reveals the miduof different ideas and
practices that came together as consumption exgaitel@rip on ever more parts of
private and public life. In part the rise of ‘cheids about the increasingly vocal and
aggressive role of advertisers in the earl§) 26ntury promising consumers guidance in
making choices. But it also registers the activafysocial movements and political
thinkers at the time turning to choice as a medrarof creating mature, reflective and
engaged citizens.

American historians have recently retrieved thetitutsonal and political
dimensions of an advancing citizen-consumer indte of the New Deal — and its
subsequent displacement by a purchaser-consumerN€éw Deal state encouraged
housewives to expose profiteering and to secuiepfices’® The ethical revaluation
of choice was an important source of this vigoremdrace of the consumer as citizen.
Hazel Kyrk and the home economics movement lookedoice as a principal
mechanism for training mature citizens. Kyrk hatlidisympathy (or patience) with a
mathematical, neo-classical understanding of thigvitlual as someone maximising
utility — her first, prize-winningrheory of Consumptio(1923) began as a demolition
job of marginal utility theory, especially of W. $evons. A theory of economics as a
mere theory of exchange value, she argued, fadedffer any understanding of the
attitudes that shaped choice. Instead of leavingicehto neo-classical economists,
however, Kyrk went out to reclaim choice for cigiensumption.

The intellectual framework was provided by John Bgw philosophy of
knowledge through practice. Dewey had attackedf#ige psychology’ underlying a
marginal theory of choice. The idea that knowledgginated in sensations and was
composed of cost-benefit calculation, he arguedpngd the influence of habits,
customs, and impulses.

The baby does not move to the mother’'s breast Becat calculation of the
advantages of warmth and food over against thesgdieffort. Nor does the miser seek
gold, nor the architect strive to make plans, @ physician to heal, because of
reckonings of comparative advantage and disadvantdgbit, occupation, furnishes
the necessity of forward action in one case aictstioes in the othéf.

Marginalists got the nature and subject matter elibdration that preceded
choice wrong. ‘Deliberation is not calculation ofdeterminate future results. The
present, not the future, is ours’, as Dewey neptly it. When deliberating about
choices, individuals did not calculate future egebut applied memory and experience

9. CohenA Consumer's Republic: The Politics of Mass Congiamin Postwar Americaew York,
Vintage Books, 2004; M. Jacobs, “ ‘How About Somed¥l: The Office of Price Administration,
Consumption Politics, and State Building from thettBm up, 1941-1946"The Journal of American
History, 84, 3 (1997), p. 910-41; M. Jacolcketbook Politics: Economic Citizenship in Twethti
CenturyAmerica, Princeton, Princeton University Press,52200

20 3. DeweyHuman Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to So&laychologyNew York and London,
Allen and Unwin, 1922, p. 199 f.
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in ‘constructive imaginative forecasts of the fgturLife was all about choosing and
developing a reflective habit that helped individua make sense of, assess, and order
an otherwise messy set of probable actions.

The moral is to develop conscientiousness, abibtyudge the significance of
what we are doing and to use that judgement irctiivg what we do, not by means of
direct cultivation of something called conscienoe,reason, or a faculty of moral
knowledge, but by fostering those impulses andthakihich experience has shown to
make us sensitive, generous, imaginative, impairtigderceiving the tendency of our
inchoate dawning activities.

Deliberating choices, then, required people toemflupon their impulses and
habits. ‘Therefore’, Dewey concluded, ‘the impottaining is the fostering of those
habits and impulses which lead to a broad, jushpsthetic survey of situations.’

From this perspective, choice looks very differéoim what it has become in
contemporary debate, either as an instrument oimrmsixg future satisfaction or as a
terrifying ordeal that swamps individuals with tomany self-centred decisions and
distracts them from a world of values, commitmertsd prudential behaviour that
(supposedly) lies above the mechanical, narrowl lefechoice in the marketplace.
Choice here rather appears as a life-long oppdytdoi individuals to practice, revise,
and perfect their own habits of reflection, keepagjvity alive well-beyond the instant
in which a decision was taken. It made and recdeateuman self, raising it above the
level of animal and machine, for reflection andnfaginative forethought of the
probably consequences of a proposed act keeps atiatfrom sinking below
consciousness into routine habit or whimsical Bitytdt preserves the meaning of that
act alive, and keeps it growing in depth and refiaat of meaning®

It is no coincidence that Dewey became one of thders of the League for
Independent Political Action, a major third partpvement set up in 1929, which had
consumer power written on its banners. Dewey waiand of the New Deal. But his
view of practical reason, of seeing knowing andngoas one inseparable process,
clearly favoured a view of the choosing consumes@seone who by trial and error
established ways of coping with experiences andlesiges and of developing more
enlightened paths of action. It was lack of chom@dless routines, or rigid hierarchies
that stifled this experimental freedom through whimndividuals attained their
humanity. To limit choice was like chaining an midual to a pole of fixed habits or
expectations kept in place by others. Put bluritdybe human was to be a consumer,
making moral and personal choices every day ofli, outside as much as within
the marketplace. For our understanding of the ioglahip of consumption and civil
society, this suggests that critics would do wellrécall the creative rationality and
critical learning involved in choices in everydafg Ithat is all too easily forgotten in
attacks on supposedly mindless or materialist singpgr television watching®

But, not all consumption involves choice. Many (@gs even most)
consumption practices involve unthinking routinebaving a shower in the morning,

% Dewey,Human Naturep. 207

% Dewey,Human Naturep. 208.

% |t can also be argued that, far from dumbing doemmplex soaps and game shows enhance
intelligence, see Steven JohnsBrerything that is Bad is Good For Yeubndon, Allen Lane, 2005.
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drinking coffee with sugar (or without), having tlmadio on whilst cooking, etc.
Dewey'’s call for conscientiousness may be all weeyl, but there are entire realms of
everyday consumption which lie outside an individuaability to judge their
significance and steer behaviour in a directionedasn that judgement or at least
involve highly complex and often distant system#o be able to judge the significance
of flushing a toilet or running an air-conditionavould require considerable
engineering and environmental knowledge about cergystems of provision. This is
one reason why changing habits is so difficult. $tik know little about how routines
emerge, evolve, or disappéarThe following notes are therefore little more than
suggestive forays, but this should not make themeap flippant or of marginal
significance. If consumption impinges on civil seigi then, routine practices deserve
far greater attention than they have been accofdetionly do routine consumption
practices continue to be a major proportion of lp@eple spent their time and money
in affluent societies — people spent more on reutravel than on fashion, more on the
home, utilities and home maintenance than on extenent. In the 18 and 14
centuries the proportion of the former over théelaivould have been even higher.
Routine consumption is also a major way in whicHividuals are positioned and
connected to society and their environment. In tshtor discuss how consumption
influences civil society means we cannot only l@ikplaces or activities that people
deliberately choose (e.g. the department stom)t also at those practices in which
people are bound up routinely and that have adlifd rhythm of their own (eating,
washing, gardening, exercising and so forth).

A short thought experiment to illustrate what istake

Perhaps the department store in fin-de-siecle Lorahal Paris did open up public
spaces for womeff, but what if other developments in routine constamptlike the
new water and energy use made possible by urbavoriet, led to a simultaneous
narrowing or rearrangement of social spaces atstmae time? One of the big
transformations in everyday life of most peopleBnitish, French and European cities
in the late 18 and early 28 century was the arrival of constant, running wapéised
into their homes or at least into their courtydsgisan urban water and sewage network.
The watermark of civilisation literally changed.flerent towns and social groups
became connected at different speeds, but there bearittle doubt about the
fundamental change in everyday consumption levelstines, and sensibilities. This
urban network brought benefits of comfort and pulblealth. But it also disrupted
established social relations and practices. Ana@spleconsumption that had been out
in the open, involving a whole series of humantretes and contacts — fetching water,
paying a water carrier, putting out nightsoil fasllection — became hidden away in
urban networks, a virtually invisible aspect oflgdife. Of course, water could still
become a subject of controversy and conflict big Was now limited to periods of

24 An interesting way into these processes is E. 8hGemfort, Cleanliness and Convenience: The
Social Organisation of NormalifyOxford, Berg, 2003.

% Of course, shopping can also develop into a reutiihat | am arguing against here is a narrow and
selective focus on commodity culture as represietaif all consumption, in which retailing and the
expansion of public spaces via the commercial dgreknt of shopping streets and department stores
take centre stage.

% E. D. RappaportShopping for Pleasure: Women and the Making of batedWest End?rinceton NJ,
Princeton University Press, 2001.
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drought, scarcity, and environmental disaster twatks about prices. For the most part,
water is taken for granted.

Arguably, in addition to making for invisibility,he transformation of water
systems is emblematic of a more general privatishdt in consumption practices
made possible by modern networks. Public autheripikayed their role in preaching
and enforcing new habits of washing, as the Fresutiool teachers so wonderfully
charted by Jean-Pierre Goubert in Genquéte de I'eauBut these strictures ultimately
aimed at creating private cultures of cleanlinéssnakes possible private baths and
facilitates gardening. The closure of the few sting public baths in Britain in the
1970s represent the tail-point of this shift iniabdity from public to private and
familial. But it was already well under way in tearly 28" century, when going to a
public bath became a stigma of class and poveftycivil society depends on
engagement, concern, and connections across a autymperhaps we have here a
development in routine consumption that runs in thgposite direction? More
generally, the growing importance of the privataneoand of home-ownership, of
suburbanisation and of commuting, points to the iaadnt nature of the civilising
moment associated with consumption. In her studythef United States, Lizabeth
Cohen shows how after the Second World War zonedihg communities, the spread
of cars, and the rise of out-of-town malls led tofragmentation of community,
reciprocity and public spacé.

Of course, networks did not only have a privatisimpmentum. Gas and
electricity enabled public lighting, opening up ma@reas and time-periods to public
use. My main point here is to caution against egsgeralisation about whether
consumption has been good or bad for civil soci€@gnsumption involves diverse
practices and they do not all follow the same ti@ey. What | would argue, however,
is that our understanding has been too narrowlgdas certain, select segments of
commercial consumer culture (especially retailiagd has altogether ignored large
domains of consumption and their impact on civitisty. Consumption is more than
commodification. It is a set of practices, aboutwvhthings are put to use. Putting
aspects of routine consumption back into the debhtait civil society would further
show the limits of a liberal approach. It wouldaleveal some of the processes by
which individuals became routinized into ‘civilisdie.

| want to conclude with a final complication. Wevbkaalready broken down
consumption into a diversity of practices, but anthe discussion of civil society has
proceeded mainly with reference to entire naticuaiieties. The national has been the
preferred level of comparison between differentil cbocieties?® In one sense this
makes sense. There are distinct national intebécamd political traditions, and it
would be foolish to ignore these. However, if waga consumption and civil society in
the same framework, such national units quicklyobee problematic — for France and

7. CohenA Consumer's Republic: The Politics of Mass Consiemfin Postwar AmericaNew York,
Vintage Books, 2004.

2| am guilty as much as any, having contributedstich national comparisons, F. Trentmann (ed)
Paradoxes of Civil Society: New Perspectives on éviodGerman and British HistoryOxford,
Berghahn, 2003, rev. edn, though note the inclugfaegional case studies.
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Britain certainly in the 18 and 18' centuries, and, it could be argued, even as kte a
the 1960s. In many rural parts of Western Europmning water and sewage
connection did not arrive until then. Alongside amlrural divides, there were profound
social divides — consumption is partly about theation of new social classes. But we
must also not forget the parallel systems of piowignd standards of civilisation that
co-existed in towns with fairly similar standardkliging — indeed, sometimes even
within the same town. In Paris in 1900, for examplet even 18% of dwellings were
connected to the water supply (90% in London).hd time in Munich only a quarter
of all upper class households had a bathroom -thesshalf of lower class households
had access to a WC toilet (frequently shared oside}*® Even in London — the water
closest capital of the world — a middle class ceupke the Hammonds, the
progressives famous for their pioneering sociaiohiss likethe Village Laboureronly
installed two bathrooms and water closets in thikghgate home around the time of
the First World War? Clearly, for many middle class people and theiesgs, civil
society still included earth closets.

Consumption involved people in a variety of relaships between civil society,
economy, and government. In Britain, by 1870 jud¥%6of all water supply systems
were in municipal hands. By 1914 it reached 80%.Fhance, three quarters of
communes controlled their own system at that tilmesome cities, municipal and
private co-existed — in Berlin in the 1920s, thammaunicipal undertaking still faced a
private firm in neighbouring Charlottenburg. Loogiback from the vantage point of
the early 2 century, in which either a few private monopol@sa vast range of
providers of all sorts and sizes co-exist in theopaan utility sector, the era of
municipalisation looks more like a temporary exteethan an inherent, inexorable
force of Progress. Put differently, accounts ofilcociety may want to place more
emphasis on the creative arrangements and overdywebn civil society, town
government and the market. For most periods codieties evolved without recourse
to local or central government to deliver basic dpoThey worked with private
investors and companies. This was not just a faibfrimagination or for reasons of
selfish middle class interests. As Christopher Hiaslcase studies suggest, local
debates about public improvements and about privapeiblic control drew on a range
of factors and were debated in a pragmatic manmar fits uneasily the presumed
picture of an ideological contrast between statk rmarket. In towns like Cheltenham
many officials and townsmen were also stockholderte private compani/. Civic
loyalties were complex. Whether civilisation wast@dvanced by private enterprise or
by municipal control was a question without a faneg conclusion. If we imagine each
national society as composed of a mosaic of diffeaerangements, it will be clear how
difficult it is to connect the local micro-level tthat of a macro account of ‘civil
society’ in Britain and France. What such attentioruneven or multiple co-existing
arrangements in local communities can do, howesao, introduce nuances to what are
often seen to be contrasting national traditiorsetaon different schools of thought.

29 C. Zimmermanyon der Wohnungsfrage zur Wohnungspoli@éttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
p. 87.

% peter Clarkel.iberals and Social Democrataldershot, Gregg Revivals, 1993, p. 206.

31 C. Hamlin, “Muddling in Bumbledom: On the Enormitf Large Sanitary Improvements in Four
British Towns, 1855-1885'Victorian Studies32 (1988), p. 55-83.

52



Recherches Britanniquggolume | — numéro 1/ 2011, p. 37-53

In this paper | have tried to move consumption amd society into a shared
frame of analysis. In the recent revival of civcgety in 1970s central Europe as well
as in the United States and Britain since, consiompbas mainly appeared as a
problem, supposedly pulling citizens from the paldrena where they belong into a
self-satisfied, standardised and inauthentic waddprivate pleasure. Such a view
misses much what is most interesting about consompnd historically significant for
the evolution of civil society. There are good mas why consumption and civil
society expanded together in the™18entury. | have suggested a certain affinity
between the two as a set of practice favouring rdeveforms of behaviour and
performance and involving more and more things.ilCsociety and material
civilization are conjoined. | have also argued agareducing the two phenomena to a
liberal model of self, deliberation, and econonmiterest. The consumer was not just a
creature of the market but fathered by civil sgcidts evolution, like that of civil
society, has followed different trajectories, amstead of resorting to some abstract
notion of economic reasoning or liberal governmiytat might be more profitable to
anchor consumption and choice in particular formbacal reasoning. The continuing
significance of routine consumption, finally, sugtge that part of the confusion
deriving from a liberal narrative of civil societgnd consumption may reflect a
problematic starting point of human agency. Ondlitian handed down from the
enlightenment is to think of the human self andsogain philosophical terms, as if
divorced from the material world. A view of consuiop as practice draws attention to
the way in which things and people come togethepractices seeking to accomplish
certain tasks. In other words, things are as ingmbrin the orchestration of such
practices as people. Becoming ‘civil’ always invedvmaterial things and uses. If there
is one contribution that consumption can bringh®e debate about civil society, it may
be that it will lead us away from a lofty liberabraception of individual agency and
reasoning to a more grounded view of humans amdjshas co-evolving actors in the
drama of material civilisation.

53



