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To Gary

The consumer . . . has yet to find a historian.
Theodore Zeldin, France 1848-1945






AN ol

Contents

List of Illustrations ix
Acknowledgments xi

. The Implications of the

Consumer Revolution 1

Part One: The Development of
Consumer Lifestyles 17

The Closed World of Courtly Consumption 19
The Dream World of Mass Consumption 58
The Dandies and Elitist Consumption 107

Decorative Arts Reform and
Democratic Consumption 154

Part Two: The Development of Critical
Thought about Consumption 211

. From Luxury to Solidarity: The Quest for a

Morale of the Consumer 213

Charles Gide and the Emergence
of Consumer Activism 276

. Durkheim, Tarde, and the Emergence of a

Sociology of Consumption 322



viti  Contents

9. A Fragment of Future History: Beyond the
Consumer Revolution 385

Notes 407
Selected Bibliography 427
Index 431



(S0~

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.

[Mlustrations

(Following p. 244)

. Azay-le-Rideau, a chateau of the Loire region.

The Galerie des Machines, 1889 exposition, Paris.

. The front entrance to Versailles, as it appeared in the

eighteenth century.

. The Hall of Mirrors, Versailles.
. Exterior view of the Grand Palais, 1900 exposition,

Paris.

. Interior view of the Grand Palais, 1900 exposition,

Paris.

Pavilion representing Andalusia at the time of the
Moors, 1900 exposition, Paris.

Pavillon de la Mode, 1900 exposition, Paris.

Statue of La Parisienne, 1900 exposition, Paris.

. The Monumental Gateway (La Porte Binet), 1900 ex-

position, Paris.

The Maison du Jockey Club, Paris.

Beau Brummell.

An Art Nouveau dining room, 1900 exposition, Paris.
Glass vase by Emile Gallé.

La Samaritaine, Paris.

The Grand Bazar, Paris.

Exterior view, Grands Magasins du Printemps, Paris.
Interior view, Grands Magasins du Printemps, Paris.
Main porch and entrance, Dufayel’s.

Interior view of the dome, Dufayel’s.

Exterior view, parking garage, Paris.

The Bon Marché, Paris.

Interior view, parking garage, Paris.






Acknowledgments

In considering the debts I have accumulated in composing
this book, I have rediscovered a couple of simple truths
about human helpfulness. The first is that it is impossible
to draw definite limits around influence and assistance,
and consequently around gratitude. Because this project
originated as a doctoral dissertation, my most immediate
and obvious debt is to my dissertation committee: William
M. Johnston, Charles Rearick, and Patrick Eagan. But my
appreciation extends to other members of the History
Department at the University of Massachusetts, as well as
to Michael Wolff in the English Department, who helped
make my graduate work at once stimulating and pleasant.
From there the circle of indebtedness keeps widening to
include many other teachers at the University of California
at Berkeley, Harvard College, and Wellesley College, who
have in a less direct but still important way imparted ideas
and training which have been incorporated in this book.
The fact that they are too numerous to mention by name
should not at all minimize their contribution.

In a similar way I am indebted to members of the
Science, Technology, and Society Program at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology for helping me bring
this project to completion. As a Research Fellow with the
STS Program during 1980-1982, I enjoyed exchanging
ideas with my colleagues, especially with Leo Marx, and I
was also afforded time and resources which enabled me to



xii  Acknowledgments

prepare the manuscript for publication. In particular I
would like to thank Merrill Smith of MIT’s Rotch Visual
Collection for her generous assistance in collecting illustra-
tions to accompany the text.

The second lesson I have relearned is the difficulty of
disentangling intellectual from moral support. The two
merge to create the confidence that is vitally necessary for
anyone embarked on a long writing project. William John-
ston, chairman of my dissertation committee, gave me
constant encouragement along with scholarly and practi-
cal advice. Friends who read the manuscript, or who
listened to my efforts to explain some of its themes,
bolstered my morale more than they knew. For the same
reason, thanking my family is by no means a matter of
form. My parents provided enthusiasm, sympathy, and
time; my children, amusement and cooperation; and my
husband, all of these and infinitely more in the way of
ideas, criticism, and encouragement—which is why the
book is dedicated to him.



1 The Implications of the
Consumer Revolution

The Advent of Mass Consumption—In the 1860s, twenty-
year-old Denise Baudu and her two younger brothers,
recent orphans, emigrated from a provincial French village
to Paris, to live with their uncle. Arriving at daybreak after
a sleepless night on the hard benches of a third-class
railway car, they set out in search of their uncle’s fabric
store. The unfamiliar streets opened onto a tumultuous
square where they halted abruptly, awestruck by the sight
of a building more impressive than any they had ever
seen: a department store. “Look,” Denise murmured to
her brothers. “Now there is a store!” This monument was
immeasurably grander than her village’s quiet variety
shop, in which she had worked. She felt her heart rise
within her and forgot her fatigue, her fright, everything
except this vision. Directly in front of her, over the central
doorway, two allegorical figures of laughing women
flaunted a sign proclaiming the store’s name, “Au Bon-
heur des Dames” (“To the Happiness of the Ladies”).
Through the door could be seen a landslide of gloves,
scarves, and hats tumbling from racks and counters, while
in the distance display windows unrolled along the street.

Entranced, the three youngsters walked slowly along,
gazing at the displays. In one window an intricate ar-
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rangement of umbrellas formed the roof of a rustic cabin,
while in another a dazzling rainbow of silks, satins, and
velvets arched high above them. At the last display of
ready-to-wear clothing, a snowfall of expensive laces cas-
caded in the background, and before them pirouetted
three elegant mannequins, one draped in a velvet coat
trimmed with silver fox, another in a white cashmere
opera cloak, the third in an overcoat edged with feathers.
The heads of the mannequins had been removed and been
replaced by large price tags. On either side of the display,
mirrors endlessly multiplied the images of these strange
and seductive creatures, half-human and half-merchan-
dise, until they seemed to people the street.

Denise awoke from her reverie. She and her brothers
still had to locate their uncle. Asking directions, they
discovered they were on the very block where he kept his
shop. It was housed in a moldering building on the
opposite side of the street, where its three dark, empty
windows grimly confronted the brilliant displays of Au
Bonheur des Dames. Inside Denise glimpsed a dim show-
room with a low ceiling, greenish woodwork, and tables
cluttered with dusty bolts of cloth. She felt as if she were
staring into the dank shadows of a primeval cave.

Denise is the heroine of Emile Zola’s novel Au Bonheur
des Dames (1884), which opens with this account of her
arrival in Paris. Her initial encounter with a department
store dramatizes the way nineteenth-century society as a
whole suddenly found itself confronting a style of con-
sumption radically different from any previously known.
The quantity of consumer goods available to most people
had been drastically limited: a few kitchen utensils used to
prepare a sparse and monotonous diet, several well-worn
pieces of furniture (bed, chest, table, perhaps a stool or
bench), bedding, shoes or clogs, a shirt and trousers or a
dress (and sometimes one outfit for special occasions),
some essential tools. That was all. Moreover, these goods
were obtained mainly through barter and self-production,
so that the activity of consumption was closely linked with
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that of production. Money was rarely used by the average
person and credit was haphazard and scarce. Only the
better-off spent much time in stores; for most, the activity
of shopping was restricted to occasional fairs.

In the past century these ancient and universal pat-
terns have been shattered by the advent of mass consump-
tion. Its characteristics are a radical division between the
activities of production and of consumption, the preva-
lence of standardized merchandise sold in large volume,
the ceaseless introduction of new products, widespread
reliance on money and credit, and ubiquitous publicity.
This fabulous prospect of a vast and permanent fair,
which transfixed Denise, has since charmed millions of
others as it has reached out from the largest cities to ever
smaller ones, and from the richest countries to poorer
ones. The merchandise itself is by no means available to
all, but the vision of a seemingly unlimited profusion of
commodities is available, is, indeed, nearly unavoidable.
In the wealthier societies the manifestations of mass con-
sumption—department stores, discount houses, super-
markets, chain stores, mail-order houses, and perpetual
advertising in newspapers and magazines and on televi-
sion, radio, and billboards—are so pervasive that we
hardly realize how recently and how thoroughly both pri-
vate and collective life have been transformed into a me-
dium where people habitually interact with merchandise.

The advent of mass consumption represents a pivotal
historical moment. Once people enjoy discretionary in-
come and choice of products, once they glimpse the vision
of commodities in profusion, they do not easily return to
traditional modes of consumption. Having gazed upon
the delights of a department store, Denise would never
again be satisfied with the plain, unadorned virtues of
Uncle Baudu’s shop. The hackneyed plot of the young
innocent in the big city receives a specifically modern
twist, for now the seduction is commercial. We who have
tasted the fruits of the consumer revolution have lost our
innocence.
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The Moral Implications of Mass Consumption— Although
such moralistic language is not usually applied to con-
sumer affairs, it is appropriate. The implications of the
consumer revolution extend far beyond economic statis-
tics and technological innovations to intensely felt, deeply
troubling conflicts in personal and social values. Before
the nineteenth century, when only a tiny fraction of the
population had any choice in this realm, consumption was
dictated for most by natural scarcity and unquestioned
social tradition. Where there is no freedom, there is no
moral dilemma. But now, for the first time in history,
many people have considerable choice in what to con-
sume, how, and how much, and in addition have the
leisure, education, and health to ponder these questions.
The consumer revolution brought both the opportunity
and the need to reassess values, but this reassessment has
been incomplete and only partly conscious. While the
unprecedented expansion of goods and time has obvious
blessings, it has also brought a weight of remorse and
guilt, craving and envy, anxiety and, above all, uneasy
conscience, as we sense that we have too much, yet keep
wanting more. We resent our own tendency to judge
ourselves and others according to trival differences in
consumption habits.

If mass consumption has altered the patterns of per-
sonal and social consciousness, these new attitudes have
in turn had profound material effects. The population
explosion, the hunger crisis, the energy shortage, the en-
vironmental crisis, chronic inflation—all these central
concerns of the present originate in our values and habits
as consumers. The great hope of the nineteenth century
was that production could be expanded indefinitely to
meet rising consumption everywhere. We are now coming
to terms with the fallacies of that expectation, by recogniz-
ing material limits as a permanent condition of human life.
While the expansion of production can be regarded primar-
ily as a technical problem, the acceptance of limits on
consumption involves not so much technological know-
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how as political imagination, personal will, and social
morality, with an intellectual understanding of all of
these. Such an understanding is now lacking. Decisions
are made in response to concrete problems which, press-
ing as they may be, will only keep accumulating unless
our consumer values are clarified.

Such clarification has to begin with a fuller apprecia-
tion of just what we mean by consumption. The word is
often defined in a vague (and pejorative) sense as “using
up something in order to maintain life.” Another common
view is that consumption is the opposite of production.
Hannah Arendt has remarked that these two definitions
are contradictory, since consumption cannot be the con-
verse of production when the two together form a recipro-
cal and interdependent cycle necessary to sustain life. She
further suggests that impermanent “consumer goods,”
having as their purpose the maintenance of life, should be
distinguished from “use objects,” intended to create a
world of durable things serving as a familiar home for man
in the midst of non-human nature. According to Arendt,
the activities and objects we lump together as involving
consumption really include two distinct groups, one re-
lated to life sustenance, the other to giving meaning to
life.!

Something like this distinction may be found by com-
paring the two Latin expressions that serve as sources for
the single word consumption in modern Romance lan-
guages. The English word comes from the Latin root
consumere—a conjunction of cum and sumere, the latter
meaning “to take,” so that the expression as a whole
signifies “to take away with” or “to use up entirely.” With
this derivation, it is logical for the English term consump-
tion to refer not only to the use of commodities but also to
the wasting away of the body (specifically, in tuberculo-
sis), for in both cases the process involves the destruction
of matter. That destruction may be active and rapid, as in
the case of consumer goods like food or fuel, or gradual
and passive, as in the case of use objects like chairs or
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works of art, which are repaired in an attempt to resist the
process of deterioration. But in either case consumption is
considered equivalent to destruction, waste, decay—in
short, to a death-directed process. The unfavorable conno-
tation of the term lingered when, beginning in the mid-
eighteenth century, it became increasingly used as a spe-
cialized term in political economy, a linguistic evolution
that accompanied the evolution of an organized capitalist
market system.’

The second Latin root suggests a much more positive
appreciation of the human relation to material things. This
is consummare, from cum summa, “to make the sum” or “to
sum up,” as in arithmetic—to carry to completion, to
terminate in perfection. The Latin translation of Jesus’ last
words on the cross is “Consummatum est.” The usual
English translation of his cry (“It is finished”) implies only
termination and fails to convey the meaning of a life
summed up and perfected in the moment of death. A
more adequate and more typical English translation of
consummare is “to consummate,” which does suggest an
understanding of death, and therefore of life, as achieve-
ment despite and, indeed, through the inevitable destruc-
tion of animate and inanimate matter.

This second Latin root is the source of the French
terms—the verb consommer and its related noun la consom-
mation—which are translated into English as “to con-
sume” and “consumption.” The difference in linguistic
origins means that the French expressions have implica-
tions not conveyed by the English equivalent. For ex-
ample, the rich broth the French call a consommé is not so
named because it is used up as a food but because it repre-
sents the distilled essence of bouillon. The French also
have a word consumer, from the first Latin root, consumere,
which is properly reserved for specific actions of destruc-
tion such as those of fire, corrosion, or wasting disease. In
popular usage, however, the two French words consommer
and consumer have long been confused—an instructive
confusion, contravening as it does national pride in lin-
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guistic precision. It suggests the ambiguity of consump-
tion itself, its mingled nature as achievement and destruc-
tion, as submission to entropy and triumph over it. A part
of us craves the rewards of “using up” the good things of
life, while another part is aware of moving ever closer to
the point of death, which will “sum up” our lives in a way
that has nothing to do with transient pleasures. The fun-
damental ambivalence in values lies not in the words but
in ourselves.

The Relevance of French History-In attempting to under-
stand the implications of mass consumption, Americans
today habitually turn to social scientists such as the soci-
ologist Vance Packard or the economist ]J. K. Galbraith,
who are among the best-known writers on the subject.’
The current prestige of the social sciences is such that this
response is a natural, almost an automatic, reflex, but such
responses are not always entirely beneficial ones. At the
least there is ample room for a variety of approaches to
understanding a subject of such import. This book seeks
that understanding in the past.

Consumer society is the product of a long historical
evolution, at once material and mental. Its material evolu-
tion deserves far more study than it has yet received from
economic and social historians. In this book, however, the
mental evolution is the primary concern. As much as do
our economic and political institutions, our attitudes have
a history, and examination of their origins may be equally
helpful in assessing contemporary life. To explore the
emergence of the consumer mentality requires the tech-
niques of cultural and intellectual history, techniques
which are humanistic without being unscientific. They
include an alertness to figurative language, to allusions
and overtones, to how people express themselves as well
as what they express, in order to discern patterns of
response that have a collective validity. Such techniques
are sometimes frowned upon in the social sciences today,
especially in those branches which seek quantifiable evi-
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dence. However, as we shall see, one value of the histori-
cal approach is that it uncovers alternative modes of social
science, advanced at the time the profession was taking
shape, which could be more helpful in understanding
modern consumption than many of the prevailing modes.

Another reflex impels most Americans to assume that
if history can indeed be a powerful aid in understanding
the present, our own national history must be the most
helpful of all. Again this is a natural response, not only
because of national pride, but even more because the
United States has become a paradigm of modern con-
sumer society. The idea of studying a paradigmatic na-
tional model is basically commendable. It provides a focus
for an inquiry which, if viewed on an international scale,
would be hopelessly unwieldy, and it still leaves room to
suggest how the general phenomenon transcends national
boundaries.

In fact, however, the history of France, even more than
that of the United States, most illuminates the nature and
dilemmas of modern consumption. This is because, in the
first place, the French have long prided themselves on
furnishing a universally valid model of enlightened con-
sumption. By the eighteenth century the way of life en-
joyed by the French aristocracy and wealthy bourgeoisie
had established itself as a prototype admired and imitated
by upper classes throughout Europe. Princes and kings
constructed miniature versions of Versailles; their cour-
tiers admired paintings by Watteau and danced the ga-
votte to the music of Rameau; and rich bourgeois hired
French tutors for their children, instructed their chefs to
prepare dishes a la francaise, and bought chairs designed
in the style of Louis XV. This prototype was also adopted
by the upper classes in the American colonies, who im-
ported from Europe their manners, card games, liquors,
fashions in clothing, and furniture.

These consumer habits, together with less tangible
patterns of taste and manners, of reason and feeling,
comprised civilisation, understood by the French as an
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absolute standard worthy of emulation by all other
peoples. The concept of civilisation provided an authorita-
tive guide for the consumer—in an age when only a small
fraction of the population were consumers in the sense of
enjoying discretionary spending—by positing a humanis-
tic ideal capable of giving consumption a meaning and
purpose. In the nineteenth century, however, the human-
istic ideal of civilisation tended to evaporate, leaving be-
hind a residue of material possessions which by them-
selves claimed prestige for their owners. By the end of that
century the model of consumption that had originated in
prerevolutionary court life had become degraded to the
level of the heavy velour curtains, crystal chandeliers,
ornate mirrors, and imitation Louis XV divans in the
cramped salons of aspiring tradesmen. They can be seen
in living rooms even today; such is the tenacity of the
forms of courtly life and, in a far more elusive way, of the
ideal of civilisation they were intended to embody.

The development of this ideal and these forms in France
is the subject of the next chapter. Chapter III will examine
the consequences of the consumer revolution, which
opened up the pleasures of discretionary consumption to
the masses and challenged the authority of the courtly
model of consumption. Although the concept of a con-
sumer revolution is far less familiar than that of the indus-
trial revolution, they are really two facets of a single uphea-
val that decisively altered the material basis of human life.
Mass consumption inevitably accompanied mass produc-
tion. A transformation of such magnitude cannot be dated
precisely, but the tempo of change was at its swiftest in the
nineteenth century. In France, the critical period runs from
about 1850 to the outbreak of World War 1. Between those
dates there was for the first time a steady (if not unbroken)
increase in purchasing power—the basic economic fact
upon which all the rest depended. A Parisian worker who
had 100 francs to spend in 1850 had the equivalent of 165
francs by the early years of the twentieth century. This
increase in discretionary income meant that he was able to
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buy more staples like fuel, fabrics, and, above all, food.
Even more significantly, Frenchmen could purchase more
nonessentials. For example, they continued to eat about the
same amount of potatoes and bread from 1850 to 1914 but
consumed far more wine, meat, sugar, coffee, and cheese.
Furthermore, the percentage of income spent on all foods
kept falling, from an average of nearly 80 percent for a
working-class family in 1850 to about 60 percent by 1905. As
disposable income rose, banking systems were overhauled
to facilitate payment greatly, especially by the introduction
of the ordinary bank check. The increasing availability of
credit was particularly significant in France, where before
1860 credit and deposit banking for individuals and small
businesses was almost nonexistent.*

These economic transformations are one mainspring of
the consumer revolution. The second (and the two are
wholly interdependent) consists of a torrent of technologi-
cal changes that simultaneously lowered the cost of exist-
ing consumer goods and provided entirely new ones. The
enormous gains in productivity made available both more
goods and more money with which to buy them. Steam,
the productive force in the early days of industrialization,
was supplanted by the internal combustion engine and by
electricity, forms of power that could be transported more
easily and could be reduced in scale for use by individual
consumers. The distinctive inventions of early industrial-
ization were machines of production, especially for the
production of textiles, which consequently led the way in
the revolution of mass-marketed, cheaper goods. After
1850 many notable inventions were consumer products
themselves—the bicycle, the automobile, chemical dyes,
the telephone, electric lighting, photography, the phono-
graph. Never before or since has there been such a con-
centration of technological change affecting the ordinary
consumer. What he ate, what he ate with, where he lived,
what he wore, how he moved around—all these daily
activities and more were being altered simultaneously.

The advent of the consumer revolution in the French
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provinces was more gradual than in the cities but was still
decisive. In the 1860s there were still large regional differ-
ences in provincial consumer habits: in Provence a peasant
ate wheat bread; in the north he ate potatoes and rye
bread; and in the center of the country, he ate chestnuts
and potatoes. By 1900, they all ate wheat bread. In the
1860s the dress of peasant and also of working-class
women was noticeably darker and cruder than the compli-
cated trains, trailing skirts, laces, and ribbons of wealthier
women. By the 1890s everyone wore shorter, simpler,
more colorful clothes. Mass consumption means that simi-
lar merchandise reaches to all regions and all classes, and
by the turn of the century this uniform market was ex-
panding in France.’

The consumer revolution introduced a style of con-
sumption unlike the model that had originated in the
courts and had gradually spread among the wealthy bour-
geoisie. The upper classes had assumed that the kind of
luxuries they preferred would permeate the lower levels of
society in time. The future was expected to bring, in the
popular phrase, “the democratization of luxury.” The
future held a rude surprise. The luxury that was democra-
tized was quite different in character from the upper-class
paradigm. And in creating this new style of mass con-
sumption the French were nearly as preeminent in the
nineteenth century as they had been in developing the
courtly model in earlier times. France pioneered in retail-
ing and advertising, the twin pillars of modern consumer
life. Its capital city became a sort of pilot plant of mass
consumption. The period of its most rapid change was just
beginning when Denise Baudu is supposed to have disem-
barked there. By the time she reached middle age, a
quarter of a century later, she would have seen the trans-
mutation of Paris from the cramped city of Victor Hugo to
a modern capital of consumption, a city of boulevards,
cafés, electric lights, apartments, advertising posters, the
Métro, cinemas, restaurants, and parks, with production
largely exiled to an outer belt while the heart of the city
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was devoted to commerce. If the North of England is the
landscape that symbolizes the industrial revolution, the ile
de France can well claim to serve as the emblem of the
consumer revolution.

French initiative in creating the new style of mass
consumption was crowned by the Paris expositions of
1889 and 1900. There was revealed for the first time a
planned environment of mass consumption; there
thoughtful observers realized, in a confused and uneasy
way, that they were immersed in a strange new world of
consumer behavior. They saw crowds milling around dis-
plays of luxurious automobiles and around glass cages
displaying couturier-clothed mannequins; taking imagi-
nary voyages via cinematic techniques to the floor of the
sea or the craters of the moon; and, at night, staring at
displays of lighted fountains or at voluptuous belly
dancers wriggling in a reproduction of a Cairo nightspot.
The expositions and similar environments (such as depart-
ment stores and automobile trade shows) displayed a
novel and crucial juxtaposition of imagination and mer-
chandise, of dreams and commerce, of collective con-
sciousness and economic fact. In mass consumption the
needs of the imagination play as large a role as those of the
body. Both are exploited by commerce, which appeals to
consumers by inviting them into a fantasy world of plea-
sure, comfort, and amusement.

The Relevance of French Thought—Now it is possible to
understand why French thinkers around the turn of the
century were peculiarly sensitive to the impact of the
consumer revolution—and this is the final reason why the
French experience is uniquely illuminating. They were
witnessing an historical collision as longstanding cultural
traditions of enlightened consumption slammed into ma-
terial and social changes that directly challenged those
traditions. They sensed that they lived in an age of transi-
tion from which there could be no return to the former
state of things—a situation that aroused both great hopes
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and great apprehensions. New combinations of thought
and feeling were ventured and new values enunciated,
since inherited ones were for the most part inadequate to
deal with changing social reality. The generations of the
1880s and, especially, of the 1890s were richly inventive in
what we would now call consumer lifestyles. In those
decades emerged at least two major modes of consump-
tion that provided alternatives to the courtly and mass
models already described. The first alternative, elitist in
spirit and derived from the dandy tradition, attempted to
transcend the supposed vulgarity of ordinary consump-
tion through a uniquely individual arrangement of com-
modities serving lofty spiritual and aesthetic ideals
(Chapter IV). The second lifestyle, inspired by democratic
principles, embodied the ideal of social reform by reform-
ing the design of everyday consumer items (Chapter V).

Both the elitist and the democratic modes of consump-
tion have proved durable. Their contemporary equivalents
are all around us, and, together with upper-class and mass
consumption, they make up an interdependent system of
lifestyles that still endures. But in France some of the
innovators who helped define these styles of consumption
became acutely aware of the frustrations that result from
placing such emphasis on merchandise as a means of
personal and social self-definition, no matter how idealis-
tic the motives for this emphasis may be. The accumulat-
ing sense that the consumer revolution had caused a
moral crisis which could not be resolved by multiplying
lifestyles led to a reconsideration of the moral implications
of modern consumption.

French thinkers were particularly well prepared to
undertake this reconsideration because they had behind
them the intellectual tradition of the moraliste—an untrans-
latable term suggesting a thinker with a broadly philo-
sophical and historical outlook and a bent toward cultural
criticism and social commentary. The closest exemplars in
the English-speaking world are the great Victorian social
prophets like Thomas Carlyle or John Ruskin. In France
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the tradition is especially old and well-established (Michel
de Montaigne, who wrote in the sixteenth century, is a
famous early example), and it still retains considerable
respectability (Albert Camus is a twentieth-century ex-
ample). Most of the moralistes to be discussed here are less
famous than these but were no less molded by an outlook
that encourages them to consider social and economic
changes with an awareness of their ethical implications.
They are well-educated, well-informed, intelligent com-
mentators, not necessarily the central geniuses of their
day but hardly representative of mass opinion. In many
cases they occupy a strategic middle ground between the
world of ideas and that of ongoing political, social, and
artistic activities.

In trying to assess the implications of the consumer
revolution, some of these thinkers revived the venerable
concept of luxury and tried to update traditional argu-
ments about its morality to apply to the new “democra-
tized” luxury. Their debate revealed a profound division
between desire to consume and guilt about that desire,
and this ambivalence formed a serious fault line in bour-
geois culture. The desire was justified by the scientific
authority of evolutionary theory, which equated moral
and material progress; the guilt derived from religious and
philosophical teachings of great antiquity, which upheld
the virtues of austerity. Although modern science and
traditional ethics were both respected authorities, in re-
gard to consumption they offered conflicting and ulti-
mately irreconcilable advice (Chapter VI).

The late nineteenth-century debate about luxury never
got beyond this deadlock. Only when the moral problems
of modern consumption were posed in different terms
was real progress made in solving them. The concept of
solidarity above all others suggested the kinds of values
most appropriate to post-consumer revolution society.
Charles Gide applied the concept of solidarity to econom-
ics, calling for consumers to unite and cast off their subser-
vience to producers. More than this, Gide put his ideas
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into practice by helping found some of the first important
consumer organizations, which eventually joined forces
with consumer cooperatives begun by socialists (Chapter
VII). Emile Durkheim and Gabriel Tarde applied solidarity
to social thought and suggested ways in which mass
consumption might give rise to new systems of social
values (Chapter VIII). All these thinkers of the 1890s and
early 1900s advocated means for consumption to serve
social values rather than imposing its own material values
upon society.

World War I cut short this era of intellectual experi-
mentation. Not only did its destruction of productive
capacity sharply reduce opportunities to consume but its
slaughter made the subject of consumer ethics seem frivo-
lous. Intellectuals who had been concerned with the social
effects of technological change instead became preoccu-
pied with the implications of mechanized warfare. Now
that production has more than recovered from the effects
of two world wars, we have come to realize that, along
with our military technologies, our technologies of con-
sumption may pose a threat to world peace and even to
human survival.

In coming to terms with that realization, we may be
helped by reexamining ideas raised in France during the
consumer revolution. French intellectuals of that time
were prophetically aware that consumption would have to
be restricted at some point, that the endless multiplication
of merchandise Denise saw in the department-store win-
dow was only a mirage. While no one can solve our
dilemmas for us, these social critics raised issues we now
confront; they defined problems, pointed out dead ends,
and provided a starting point for further inquiry. By exam-
ining their contributions, we may arrive at a fuller appre-
ciation of what was unquestionably one of the great cre-
ative periods in French culture. Even more importantly,
this act of historical recovery may increase our under-
standing of the social ethics of consumption and enable us
to create a viable moral code of our own.






2 The Closed World of
Courtly Consumption

The Consumer Class of the Renaissance Courts-Finding
the origins of modern consumer society requires a journey
in the reverse direction from Denise’s migration, a journey
away from the dazzle of city department stores, back to
the French countryside. The Loire valley southwest of
Paris is a tranquil, pleasant region where one-street
villages of lopsided stucco houses surrounded by vege-
table gardens sit among wheatfields and vineyards. The
villages recall a centuries-old rural way of life, so that a
visit to the Loire countryside begins to assume the quality
of a journey back in time, especially when one glimpses
castle ruins straggling down the high ground overlooking
the river. Some of the earliest stone castles in Europe were
built here around 1000 A.p., at a time when both these
strongholds and the unfortified village settlements were
engulfed by dark and threatening forest. Most of the trees
in the Loire valley have long since been cut, but even
today some roadways are lined by thick woods and dotted
with signs warning motorists to watch out for game.

Far down such a road, at the distant edge of the
woods, appears a vision as unexpected and dreamlike to
a modern traveler as the sight of Au Bonheur des Dames
must have been to a nineteenth-century peasant girl: a
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white stone palace, bedecked with intricately carved
staircases, portals, pillars, and turrets, rising from the
mists of surrounding gardens and pools. Everything
about this vision of a Loire chateau testifies that its in-
habitants, unlike the castle-dwellers of the Middle Ages,
valued elegance over safety. If the chateau is set next to
water (or, in the case of Chenonceaux, across a river), it
is to furnish not a defensible moat but a flattering mirror.
Inside these splendid structures is further evidence that
their builders had acquired complicated and costly de-
sires for material possessions. Room after room is filled
with tapestries and draperies, with frescoes and stuccoes
and worked leather, with elaborately carved chests and
tables, all indicating that the people who lived here loved
to acquire things, to ornament their surroundings, to ex-
press their mentality through a choice of material objects.
They were consumers.

The chateaux of the Loire were constructed by French
aristocrats during the Renaissance, and especially by the
courtly circle during the reign of King Francis I (1515-
1547). This group formed the consumer class at a time
when that class encompassed only a small fraction of the
total population. The enjoyments of the tiny consumer
class were directly dependent on the exploitation of the
peasant masses; this brute social fact was concretely visi-
ble in the contrast between the accumulated wealth of the
chateaux and the poverty of the huts inhabited by those
who worked the soil. The peasants were also consumers
in the sense that they used food, fuel, clothing, and so
forth to survive, but both the level and the type of con-
sumption they practiced were dictated by a rigidly con-
stricting combination of natural limits and social tradi-
tions. They cannot be said to have composed a consumer
class, in the sense of a group that exercises discretion in
what and how much it consumes.

The sixteenth-century aristocracy was nearly homoge-
neous in its consumer tastes, because the ladies and
gentlemen of the court acknowledged the king as “the first
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gentleman of the kingdom.” This social prestige of the
monarch reflects the consolidation of royal economic and
political power since the Middle Ages. By the time of
Francis I, the nobles were rapidly losing their medieval
independence as local magnates and were being trans-
formed from a feudal nobility of free knights and lords
into a royal nobility dependent on the king. Instead of
fighting against Francis I, they fought for him in his
invasions of Italy, indulging his territorial and dynastic
ambitions. And when the king returned from these wars
passionately fond of the Italo-Antique style in consumer
goods, the entire court followed suit. They all brought
back Italian statues and paintings, as well as Italian deco-
rators and architects—Francis himself lured Leonardo da
Vinci, who died shortly after his arrival in France and was
buried at the royal chateau of Amboise in the Loire valley.
The uniformity of taste among this consumer class is
evident in the Italianate loggias, staircases, and fagades of
its chateaux; its preference for the fashionable rather than
the utilitarian is evident in the inappropriateness for the
colder French climate of many of these Italian features.
The appearance of the Loire chateaux therefore reflects
faithfully a social system where discretionary consump-
tion was restricted to a small group which in turn ac-
knowledged the authority—social as well as economic and
political—of one individual, the king.

That aristocracy and monarchy disappeared nearly
two centuries ago, but the prestige of the courtly style of
consumption survives tenaciously to this day. When in
the late nineteenth century alternative models of con-
sumption—alternative lifestyles, to use contemporary
parlance—arose, they supplanted rather than replaced
the aristocratic model. Succeeding chapters will trace the
late nineteenth-century origins of these alternatives that
have replaced one homogeneous consumer style, derived
from a single source of authority, with a diversity of styles
based on a multiplicity of authorities. The subject of this
chapter is the evolution of the courtly model which was
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for so long the only lifestyle, so to speak. Only against this
background can the magnitude of the late-nineteenth-cen-
tury changes be appreciated. Within the court itself, the
historical evolution was in the direction of ever more rigid
and extravagant forms of consumption that eventually
contributed to the downfall of this consumer class. At the
same time, however, the aristocratic model of consump-
tion was being diffused to other social groups outside the
confines of the court. By the time of the French Revolu-
tion, when the monarchy and aristocracy fell, the prestige
of the courtly model had spread so widely that it not only
survived but enlarged its embrace to include the new
consumer classes of the early nineteenth century.

Consumption and Civilization—The tenacious hold of the
external forms of chateau life—the carved buffets, up-
holstered chairs, porticoes, columns, and gold leaf found
in the homes of the well-to-do even today—should not
distract us from seeing that a far more crucial element of
courtly consumption did not survive the overthrow of the
aristocracy: the conviction that possession of these ameni-
ties was justified by the place of the aristocracy in a
divinely ordered social hierarchy. A consumer class is
identified not only by its privilege of discretion in con-
sumption, but also, and even more, by its understanding
of how that privilege is merited. Today, when authorities
and standards in consumption have become complex and
varied, our rationales and justifications have similarly
become confused and diverse. The situation was much
simpler in the sixteenth century, when the consumer class
was largely coextensive with the aristocratic class. To
question the right of the nobility to live differently from
the peasantry would have seemed as absurd as asking a
peacock why it deserved plumage more brilliant than that
of the sparrow. God had decreed these differences. He
had ordained that mankind be divided into three orders,
or estates, each serving a distinct purpose: nobility, clergy,
and commoners, or those who fight, those who pray, and
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those who work. As God had chosen the Bourbons to
serve as kings of France, so He had chosen noble families
to aid the monarch honorably and loyally with their
swords and counsel.

This explanation of aristocratic prerogative is based on
a religious understanding of society accepted as self-
evident and self-sufficient in the Middle Ages. During the
Renaissance, however, another sort of reasoning was ad-
vanced to explain the privileges of the consumer class.
This was a secular justification which still retains some
persuasiveness, unlike the medieval religious explanation,
which now seems meaningless. The secular argument, in
brief, is that consumption fosters civilization—an over-
arching ideal that simultaneously includes the nurture of
art, science, and learning in society at large and the
development of courteous, restrained behavior in the indi-
vidual. This ideal incorporates a material component
which it surpasses but cannot eliminate. Peasants living at
the margin of subsistence could not have the leisure and
discretionary income to pursue the civilizing ideal; only
the consumer class could do this. At a time when social
wealth was inadequate to allow a comfortable standard of
life for all, the enjoyment of a level of consumption far
above the ordinary was regarded as a means to the end of
preserving and extending civilization. In a particularly
splendid room at his chateau at Fontainebleau, Francis I
commissioned an Italian decorator to portray in painting
and sculpture the mythical battle between the Lapiths and
Centaurs, between Greeks and the half-man, half-beast
marauders from the mountains. In these heroic images of
civiized men writhing in ferocious combat with coarse
animality, the Renaissance court saw a representation of
its own consciousness.

The process by which higher standards of civilization
and of consumption evolved together in European courtly
circles has been described in the remarkable book The
Civilizing Process (1939) by the German sociologist and
historian, Norbert Elias. Elias’s topic is the evolution of
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manners as codified in etiquette manuals from the Renais-
sance to modern times. This “civilizing process” origi-
nated in the courts—for example, the court of Francis I
adopted Italian refinements of etiquette as readily as it
copied Italian architectural styles—and from there it
slowly disseminated to bourgeois society. Over the centu-
ries this process involved the suppression of aggressive
and instinctual behavior, an increased self-consciousness
about the perception of one’s actions by others, and a
greater emphasis on politeness, restraint, and refinement
as ideals of conduct. Although Elias does not particularly
stress the point, his research shows clearly that the devel-
opment of civilization in this sense is intimately related to
an increase in standards of consumption. “The civilizing
process” is an evolution at once material and behavioral,
for as etiquette becomes more complex so do material
needs. Table manners provide the most obvious example.
In the Middle Ages a person needed only a sharp knife to
hack away at the common joint of meat. He shared a
common plate and cup, and used his sleeve to wipe his
hands and face. By the sixteenth century forks and nap-
kins began to be used, and from then on plates and cups
and other implements for individual use began to accumu-
late, until by the nineteenth century each person had a
whole battery of objects to use in the process of eating.
Also beginning in the sixteenth century, “civilized”
people began to use handkerchiefs instead of wiping their
noses on sleeves. Somewhat later commenced the habits
of wearing special clothes to bed (instead of going naked
or wearing daytime clothes) and of using a spittoon rather
than the ground.

“The civilizing process” implies a transference of at-
tention from the expression of personal feelings to the
exhibition of impersonal objects. The more behavior is
watched over and passions curbed, the more consumer
objects are complicated and the more they proliferate.
Elias’s study avoids the common failing whereby the
psychology of consumption is examined on the level of
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individual mentality, devoid of any social context. In-
stead, he traces a collective historical phenomenon that
suggests how people’s relationship to other people
evolves along with their relationship to consumer objects.
If changes in modes of social interaction are an integral
part of changes in modes of consumption, this relation-
ship is of vital importance in understanding consumption,
both past and present. Elias is always reminding us to
view consumption in these historical terms, to see it as a
process proceeding through time rather than as a static
behavioral pattern.

From this perspective the process was not far ad-
vanced at the time of the Renaissance. The savagery and
untamed instincts of the Middle Ages could still be dis-
cerned in the court of Francis I; the brilliant life of the
chateaux did not escape the shadow cast by the surround-
ing dark forest. The courtiers may have been consumers,
but they were also warriors and hunters. In bands of hun-
dreds, for weeks on end, lords and ladies chased the game
that abounded in the valley. They got sunburned, ate out-
doors, and slept outdoors if necessary. Jousting was their
other favorite pastime. Francis’s successor, Henri II, was
accidentally killed in a tournament, and the unlucky
knight who drove a lance through the king’s eye was
promptly executed. Barbarity on a far larger scale erupted
in the religious wars following the death of Henri II, when
atrocities, bloodshed, and famine afflicted nobles and
commoners alike. Against this background the survival,
let alone the triumph, of civilized behavior was by no
means assured. Only from the vantage point of the twenti-
eth century can we see that despite enormous setbacks the
ideal of civilization did endure over the preceding five
hundred years. The essential ambiguity of the civilizing
ideal is that it inevitably includes a material component; its
potential tragedy is that the material forms can survive
and even flourish while the vitality of the ideal withers. If
barbarism is the enemy without, decadence is the enemy
within. At the court of Louis XIV (1638-1715), the devel-
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opment of civilization reached a point where the glut of
materiality overwhelmed the ideal.

Louis XIV, the Consumer King—Today few people can
recall any important military, religious, or political event
of the reign of Louis XIV, but everyone remembers that he
lived in staggering splendor at Versailles. In sheer scale
this palace far surpassed earlier standards of royal pomp.
The hunting lodge constructed by Louis XIV’s father on
the site still stands, but it is dwarfed by the building Louis
began to erect in 1661 and is today hardly discernible
behind an elaborate fagade at the back of the mammoth
central courtyard. In its interior appointments, too, Ver-
sailles proclaimed a new standard of consumption. The
Hall of Mirrors alone—a single room in a palace housing
five thousand people—displayed wealth beyond the re-
sources of the Renaissance kings. One wall is lined with
seventeen massive mirrors, each requiring years of labor
to make; from the ceiling, painted by Le Brun, hung
thirty-two silver chandeliers; and the floor was covered
with exquisite handmade carpets on which were placed
flowers and orange trees planted in silver tubs.

What made the cost of Versailles even more crushing
was the fact that its furnishings were continually being
changed. Upholstery and curtains in all rooms were
altered according to the season—red and green velvet in
the winter, silks of all colors and brocades trimmed with
gold and silver in the summer—and the building itself was
always being remodeled. One disgruntled courtier com-
plained, “There isn’t a part of Versailles which hasn’t been
modified at least ten times, and often not for the better.”*

Louis XIV was too restless and ambitious a consumer
to remain satisfied with renovation. He built Versailles in
the first place rather than remodel the Louvre in Paris, as
his ministers had advised, and as soon as Versailles was
habitable he began the Grand Trianon palace nearby as a
retreat with a more relaxed atmosphere. Still his appetite
for construction was unsatisfied. At a somewhat greater
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distance from Versailles he built Marly, to provide even
more intimate and relaxing surroundings. At Marly were
gardens where rare imported birds warbled among hun-
dreds of thousands of tulips, where trees arched over
walkways lined with marble statues, where pools of
water, ringed with gold-leafed balustrades, were filled
with the finest specimens of gold, silver, and blue carp.
Some contemporaries guessed that Marly cost more than
Versailles itself; they were probably wrong, but not far
wrong.

The character of Louis XIV beautifully illustrates the
thesis that the civilizing process entails simultaneously an
elaboration of objects and the exercise of restraint in
spontaneity and instinctual response. The self-control of
the king was remarked by all. His reserve, formality, and
impeccable manners created an aura of immense dignity.
Although he was a man of strong emotions and appetites,
and although he vented his passions and angers in the
private chambers of Mme. de Maintenon (his second, and
secret, wife), Louis XIV maintained his composure in
public even under the most trying circumstances. The
formality and rigidity of his nature were evident above all
in the way each act of his daily life was ritualized—his
rising in the morning, including his rubdown, shaving,
prayers, and dressing (lever), his attendance at Mass, his
walks, his meals, and his retirement at night (coucher).
Observance of the lever and coucher had begun in the reign
of Henri II, but in far less elaborate form. By the reign of
the Sun King, the ceremonies had become so fixed and
complicated that Saint-Simon, one of the most distin-
guished members of the court, referred to them as le
mécanique (“the mechanism”) of Versailles. The metaphor
is appropriate for a mode of consumption which, for all its
extravagance, was highly programmed and predictable. If
Louis XIV was a grand consumer, he was an absolutely
methodical one, and he subjected the entire court to the
same discipline. A detailed code of etiquette determined
which courtiers could attend the lever or coucher, which
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ones could stand and which ones could sit while they
watched the king devour prodigious amounts of food at
the royal table, which ones enjoyed the coveted privilege
of handing the king a candle or article of clothing when he
retired.

The sumptuous style of life at Versailles provided little
personal pleasure either for the king or for his courtiers.
That was not its purpose. The ceremonies of consump-
tion, the feasts and fétes, the balls and parties, were all part
of a calculated system that had as its aim not individual
gratification but enhancement of political authority. Louis
XIV transformed consumption into a method of rule. The
theory that the nobility gathered at court to serve the
monarch with their swords and advice may have had
some validity in the time of Francis I, but by the late
seventeenth century the reason nobles flocked to Ver-
sailles was because only there could they obtain im-
mensely lucrative royal favors, pensions, benefits, and
positions in the church, army, and bureaucracy. These
were the rewards dangled before the four or five thousand
nobles whose lineage was ancient enough to gain them
admittance to court (out of a total of perhaps half a million
aristocrats, who composed about two percent of the popu-
lation of France at that time). Few could resist the tempta-
tion: they knew that exclusion from court meant exclusion
from great wealth and prestige. “To be away from you,
Sire,” one courtier told Louis XIV, “one is not only un-
happy, one is ridiculous.”? It was a flattering remark but
also an accurate one.

Once admitted to the charmed circle of the court,
however, a noble had to spend ruinously to stay there. He
needed clothes embroidered with gold and silver threads
and brilliant jewels to wear to the balls; a stable of horses
and kennel of dogs for hunting; carriages with velvet
upholstery and painted panels so that he could accom-
pany the king on migrations to other palaces; houses and
furnishings so that he could provide dances and dinners
for the court; and dozens of valets and servants and
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stablehands, to make all the rest possible. With rare excep-
tions, courtiers ran up stupendous debts. Although com-
pelled by overwhelming pressure to perpetual imitation of
the royal lifestyle, they had nothing like the king’s income
because they lacked power to tax. Accordingly, courtiers
were driven to the monarch for financial help. The royal
treasury supported not only the lavish living of Louis XIV
but also, indirectly, that of the entire court, through loans
and pensions which sometimes ran to several hundreds of
thousands of livres annually at a time when three thou-
sand livres was considered a comfortable yearly income
for a bourgeois.? State spending increased astronomically.
In return for this expenditure, the monarchy gained a
dependent nobility which gathered at court because royal
power was concentrated there, only to find themselves
committed to a level of consumption which further en-
hanced that power.

Furthermore, the attention of the nobility was diverted
from matters of political substance to matters of style.
While Louis XIV distributed ministerial posts and other
important offices to lower nobles or bourgeois ineligible
for presentation at court, the courtiers themselves
bickered over points of precedence. The elaborate ceremo-
nies of consumption, at which their presence was re-
quired, provided myriad opportunities for quarrels over
minutiae. Whether one marched fifth or eighth in a pro-
cession, whether one was admitted to the intimate petit
lever when the king first arose or relegated to the crowd of
hundreds attending the subsequent grand lever—such
were the subjects of endless disputes and conflicts. These
were not entirely empty arguments, for proximity to the
king on a point of etiquette could enable a courtier to gain
royal attention to ask for a favor. To be one of the twenty
or thirty persons admitted to the petit lever afforded a
splendid opportunity to request a pension or to whisper,
“Sire, Marly” (the dream of every courtier was to be a
guest there). Thus the refinement and ritualization of
court life in every way focused attention on the king, just
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as its extravagance enhanced royal power over the nobil-
ity. In the adroit hands of the Sun King, vanity became a
means of government, and the nobles were tamed by
turning them into insatiable consumers.

The novelist Stendhal (1783-1842), mourning the de-
cay of the genuine aristocratic ideal, remarked sadly that
“the masterpiece of Louis XIV was to create an ennui like
exile” among his courtiers.* Ennui is usually translated as
“boredom,” but in French the word implies much more
than boredom, suggesting, rather, a chronic sense of
vacuity, frustration, aimlessness, and futility. The many
amusements of the court—hunting, dancing, practical
jokes, gambling, billiards, chess, plays, word games, mu-
sic, parties—came and went according to the vagaries of
fashion, but they never amounted to much more than
listless attempts to fill time. The routine of the court
demonstrates how a system of consumption can develop
its own imperatives, which bear little relation to the attain-
ment of individual happiness or even pleasure.

What was more ominous, the system distracted not
only the courtiers but also the king himself from events,
outside Versailles, of substantial significance to national
life. In the latter years of Louis XIV’s reign, these events
began to intrude upon courtly life. Military defeat fol-
lowed defeat. France was invaded, and the court almost
had to flee to Chambord in the Loire valley for safety.
Humiliating peace treaties were signed. Louis’s attempts
to secure the Spanish throne for his grandson crumbled.
Taxes kept mounting. The winter of 1709 was so severe
that people froze to death all over France, and a dreadful
famine followed in the fall. Lords and ladies who ventured
out of Versailles were trailed by packs of starving peas-
ants. The king pawned his jewels and melted his silver
furniture and tableware, and ordered his courtiers to do
the same. The increasing influence of the sober and de-
vout Mme. de Maintenon (she was called “the old fright”
behind her back) made life at Versailles far more somber
than it had been. Louis’s grandson, heir to the throne,
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died in 1712, and his wife died shortly thereafter, leaving
their small sickly son as the last direct representative of the
Bourbon line. Despite all this, Louis kept his reserve and
dignity, insisting on ceremonies which must have seemed
hollow to him. There is a kind of stoic fortitude in his
refusal to submit to the futility of the grandeur he had
created. Despite everything, “despite the gloom at the
defeats and famines, . . . the king remains Louis the
Great, because he is king of Versailles.”’

Bourgeois Consumption Habits—Grandeur, unquestiona-
bly; but is this civilization? No more than in the time of
Francis I did the court doubt that its boundaries were
coextensive with those of civilized manners. As far as the
courtiers of Louis XIV were concerned, outside of ce
pays-ci, “this country,” as they called Versailles, lay social
wilderness. The emaciated peasants who crowded around
their carriages during the famine of 1709 must have
seemed to them like centaurs, half-beast, dirty, ignorant,
and dangerous. The radical distinction between the way of
life of the courtly elite and that of the masses was as great
as it had been in the sixteenth century.

In another respect, though, the composition of society
had changed significantly. By the eighteenth century there
was a group of considerable size, perhaps ten percent of
the total population, which was outside the court but
which could still claim to be civilized. This was the bour-
geoisie. While nobles quarreled about precedence in the
little “country” of Versailles, in the great country outside
another hierarchy of social and economic standing had
been forming. The division of society into three orders, a
theory that had made some sense in medieval times when
society was poor, had ceased to correspond to reality in
the relatively wealthy eighteenth century. No longer were
those who worked, with few exceptions, working the
land. Cities now offered alternative opportunities for em-
ployment and even for acquisition of wealth. Even before
the age of Francis I, the peasant inhabiting the flat, open
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countryside lived at a different pace from those clustered
in bourgs protected by walls closed at night. Over the
centuries some of these towns grew until they took on a
rhythm of their own, distinctive but not divorced from the
surrounding countryside, with their own modes of pro-
duction and consumption, their own scales of wealth and
poverty, their own gradations of power ranging from an
oligarchy running the town government to miserable la-
borers-for-hire.

The familiar phrase “the rise of the bourgeoisie” may
be expressed more aptly as the slow shift in dominance
from countryside to town. That shift is visible within the
ranks of the aristocracy itself, as nobles increasingly pre-
ferred to acquire a town residence so they could live part
of the year, at least, in the city. By the eighteenth century
the social life of any noble without a town house [hdtel] in a
provincial capital or, ideally, in Paris, was stultifying.
With few exceptions, nobles continued to derive most of
their income from land rents, but the general shift in
economic power from country to town meant that land
was no longer the only important source of revenue.
Urban production of goods (especially luxury items made
by skilled craftsmen), trade, finance, and professions like
law, accounting, and medicine all provided alternative
sources of income. In defining the bourgeoisie, this matter
of origin of income is a significant criterion. By the eigh-
teenth century, not everyone living in a town was con-
sidered a bourgeois, but only those supporting themselves
by business, the professions, or skilled craftsmanship (as
opposed to routine manual labor). Moreover, the income
had to be fairly generous for someone to be considered a
bourgeois. It was the discretionary income, whether a lot
or a little, that distinguished the bourgeois from town
dwellers living at subsistence level.

But no matter how comfortable, the bourgeois almost
invariably yearned for more, for the legal status of nobil-
ity. There were practical reasons for this craving, since
nobility entailed specific financial privileges, most notably
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freedom from taxation and access to certain offices in the
government, army, and church. More than that, to be part
of the aristocracy meant enormous social prestige which
no bourgeois, no matter how wealthy, could hope to ap-
proach. Such was that prestige that numerous daughters
of well-to-do bourgeois families were married off to impe-
cunious aristocrats so that their children could assume a
title. There were other ways a bourgeois family could ele-
vate itself to the rank of the nobility. A commoner could
purchase land from a hard-pressed aristocrat and gradu-
ally accumulate an estate; eventually he might acquire a
title or simply start adding the particle de to the family
name, indicating noble status. Bourgeois could also pur-
chase high government offices carrying aristocratic rank.
Many such positions in the army, church, and municipal
or national government were sold to whoever could afford
them, and could be passed on with the rest of an estate.
Consequently, the concept of aristocracy, which in the
Middle Ages signified gentle birth and service to the
crown, became more and more equivalent to wealth. The
rich could buy nobility, and nobles had privileges that
helped make them rich. Social contact between aristocrats
and wealthy commoners was fairly frequent, at least com-
pared to Germany, where the nobility was almost a closed
caste. Still, many more bourgeois wanted noble status than
were able to buy their way in. The overwhelming prestige
of the aristocracy resulted in intense envy among the
bourgeois, who felt dissatisfied with their social standing
no matter how many material comforts they accumulated.

Envy may not be an attractive emotion, but it is one
that is highly effective in promoting social similarity. Just
as the taste of the court was homogeneous because every-
one there imitated the model of the king, so the taste of
the bourgeoisie faithfully reflected the aristocratic model.
Just as the court fell under the spell of the king, the
bourgeoisie was hypnotized by the prestige of the nobil-
ity. One result was that bourgeois standards of civilized
behavior—that is, rules of etiquette and habits of polite-



34 Development of Consumer Lifestyles

ness—were by the eighteenth century very nearly identi-
cal to courtly standards. Furthermore, the consumption
habits of the bourgeoisie mimicked those of the nobility.
The bourgeois household had a salon, a room set aside for
receiving guests, which was carefully furnished like simi-
lar rooms in a hétel or chateau, albeit on a thriftier scale—
rugs, mirrors, draperies, paintings, knickknacks, up-
holstered furniture, maybe even tapestries.

An even more striking indication of the bourgeois
propensity to imitate the aristocratic model is less visible,
and this is its reverence for leisure. Once his household
was outfitted with reasonable comfort and dignity—once
he had acquired a “standard package” of consumer goods,
to use contemporary sociological terms—the typical bour-
geois preferred to buy time rather than things. The reason
for this preference was his envy of the nobility for its
ability to live off rents rather than earning an income in
daily work. The bourgeois too wanted to “live nobly,”
meaning to retire from his business or profession, live off
unearned income, and pass on this privilege to his chil-
dren. He therefore shunned investment in industry or
trade, which might prove highly profitable but which was
riskier and less prestigious than purchasing real estate or
an honorific government position furnishing a secure and
adequate income. As a consumer the bourgeois could
“live nobly” even though he was not a noble. Although
tangible furnishings and investments were not the same
as the intangible glory of ennoblement, they came as close
as money could buy. The consumer habits of the bour-
geois expressed their aspiration to be something other
than what they were. As consumers they could in their
material environment construct an approximation of their
dreams.

Yet bourgeois imitation of the aristocratic model was
not total. It could not be, since the bourgeois had to live
within his income. For the free-spending aristocrat,
money arrived providentially from rents, gambling wins,
and royal whims. If it did not arrive, there was no shame
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attached to going into debt, for the only shame lay in
failure to spend in the style of the court. The bourgeois, on
the other hand, had no access to royal credit; bank credit
for individuals was nonexistent, and moneylenders were
expensive. In other ways, too, the objective conditions of
bourgeois life encouraged a restraint in consumption
which did not operate in courtly circles. The emphasis on
preserving a family inheritance distinguished the bour-
geois outlook as much as anything, for nobles who auto-
matically passed on power and prestige with their title
were less concerned about passing on a block of capital. In
general, the bourgeois emphasis on attaining and preserv-
ing social rank meant that they pursued a finite goal,
unlike the goals of wealth and power, which could be, and
often were, pursued indefinitely at court.

Finally, the clear distinction in bourgeois life between
family privacy and public display meant that only a portion
of a family’s consumption was intended to impress others.
The family could practice relative austerity in private with
no humiliation, and in fact the family did often economize
in order to cultivate the public aspect of consumption. For
everyday meals, they ate plain food in the kitchen, using
earthenware or porcelain plates; only when guests were
present would delicacies be served in the salon on fine
china and silver. The bourgeois household practiced a pri-
vate form of consumption as well as a public one, and the
private form was modest but comfortable. In the extended
social household of the court, however, not only the king
but to a lesser extent all the courtiers lived almost entirely in
public. The contrast between the magnificent ceremonial
rooms at Versailles and the wretched living quarters, with
their bugs, stench, filth, and cold—conditions even the
grandest dukes and duchesses endured—indicates the pre-
dominance there of public consumption and the relative
insignificance of private comfort.

In all these ways, then, bourgeois values in consump-
tion differed from aristocratic ones, and bourgeois envy of
the nobility was mingled with resentment of its profligacy
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and moral laxness. The two groups had different ethics of
consumption because they inhabited two different envi-
ronments of consumption—the one being the private
home, the other the public court. By the end of Louis
XIV’s reign, however, the values of the two groups were
growing increasingly similar. All the time the bourgeoisie
had been absorbing the aristocratic lifestyle, the nobility
had been taking on bourgeois traits. The continual entry of
commoners into noble ranks meant a slow infiltration of
habits of economy and sobriety. Even more significant as
an agent of social similarity was the attraction of city life.
Nobles spent more and more time in their hdtels and
developed a taste for urban forms of sociability which,
unlike the traditional aristocratic recreation of hunting,
could be shared with commoners. The salon provided an
environment of consumption that united the brilliance of
the court with the intimacy of the home. In the seven-
teenth century the word salon came to signify not only a
reception room, such as finer homes had long had, but
also a specific type of event held there, a regularly sched-
uled reception where guests were welcomed for conversa-
tion and light food and drink.

This social invention, so important in “the civilizing
process,” owes its origin and development neither to the
horse-loving noble nor to the account-keeping merchant
but to their wives and mistresses. The first salons emerged
during the reign of Henri IV (1553-1610), who finally
restored royal power after the savage religious wars that
followed the accidental death of Henri II. Once again the
nobility was free to enjoy a social life, but Henri IV himself
was a straightforward military man and his court adopted
the same character of rugged masculinity. The young
marquise de Rambouillet (1588-1665), dissatisfied with
the lack of refinement at court, left its precincts and began
holding receptions in her Paris hitel. These were intimate
events, numbering perhaps twenty people and including
among the nobles a number of men of letters who could
converse with particular wit and gaiety.
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Toward the end of the seventeenth century other host-
esses, both aristocratic and bourgeois, began to copy the
style of entertainment initiated by Mme. de Rambouillet.
The habitués of the salons, although not forgetting differ-
ences in wealth and rank, did value agreeable behavior
and conversational dexterity along with money and birth.
A common classical education allowed them to exchange
ideas on topics that had nothing to do with their profes-
sion; indeed, subjects of specialized interest were tacitly
forbidden, although by the eighteenth century some sal-
ons tended toward talk about politics, art, or literature,
depending on the leadership of the hostess. By then not
only in Paris but also in provincial centers like Strasbourg,
Dijon, Toulouse, and Bordeaux, salons were being estab-
lished by shopkeepers, lawyers, bankers, and aristocrats.
As a setting for social exchanges, salons did much to
promote similarity in manners, ideas, taste, and attitudes
between nobles and bourgeois, two groups separated by
legal distinctions and social origins but united by eco-
nomic privilege. Both in Paris and in smaller cities, these
two groups were slowly consolidating into a united upper
class, largely because they came to share a common envi-
ronment of consumption.

Civilization and Consumption: Voltaire—Was the envi-
ronment of salon society, then, civilization? The word
itself, civilisation as an abstract noun, originated and be-
came a key concept in French thought in the mid-
eighteenth century, just when salons were proliferating
and growing in size. The use of the term suggests the idea
that all society, not just an elite, might be civilized, that
vulgarity might be not only kept out of courtly circles but
might be eliminated altogether. The goal of civilization is a
social state where manners are gentle, education broadly
distributed, laws rationalized, and art and science culti-
vated. This ideal is opposed on the one hand to barbaric
survivals from the past—abject poverty, torture, religious
intolerance—and on the other to decadent, excessively
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refined manners. Since the monarchy and court could be
accused of both archaic dogmatism and decadent extrava-
gance, the ideal of civilization implied a double criticism of
the existing government, and this was indeed the political
overtone when progressive bourgeois and even some like-
minded nobles appealed to the concept. To be sure, their
criticism was mild and reformist, but the appeal to civiliza-
tion was undeniably a call for change.

The consumption habits of the well-to-do must be
viewed in this ideological context. To many enlightened
thinkers of the eighteenth century, it seemed self-evident
that enlightened consumption—patronage of the arts, the
vivacious conversation of the salons, collection of paint-
ings and books—was a necessary means to the advance-
ment of civilization. With little mental effort the habitués
of the salons could equate their concrete social pleasures
with the highest and most abstract social goals. The nature
of “the civilizing process” remained mixed and ambigu-
ous, a blend of idealism and materialism. In the eigh-
teenth century the idea of civilization referred both to a
general social and political ideal and, more narrowly, to a
comfortable way of life reserved for the upper classes.

Voltaire was the most irrepressible and convincing
spokesman for civilization in both senses. His family ori-
gins encapsulate the consolidation of aristocratic and
bourgeois traditions, for his mother came from a noble
family and his father was a prosperous Parisian notary.
Thanks to family and school connections Voltaire had easy
access to salon society, beginning with libertine literary
circles and then moving upward to grander, titled society.
As he ascended the social ladder Voltaire’s mischievous
and sardonic nature earned him many enemies, but the
handsome fortune he gathered through clever specula-
tions won him as many adherents. He spent his money
lavishly, first in Parisian society and then, after 1735, at
Cirey, an estate in Champagne, where he retreated to sur-
round himself with the comforts of a woman both loving
and philosophizing (Mme. du Chatelet, his “darling Em-



Closed World of Courtly Consumption 39

ily”), a library, wine cellar, carpets, paintings, mirrors,
silver, statues, and gardens complete with fish-filled
ponds and secluded grottoes.

In this little Versailles Voltaire composed his poem “Le
Mondain” (“The Man of the World”) (1736) in celebration
of the consumer pleasures he was enjoying. The poem
describes a socialite who lives in a comfortable town house
decorated (like Cirey) with delicate drawings signed by
Poussin and framed in gold, Gobelins tapestries, and
finely worked silverplate. Leaving his house in a comfort-
able chariot, “like a house on wheels,” this man-about-
town goes first to amorous rendezvous with young ladies,
then to the opera, and finally to a supper prepared by a
“divinely inspired” chef where laughter rings and excel-
lent wine flows freely. This taste for luxury, ornaments,
and the arts—and Voltaire equates them—is shared, in the
opinion of the poet, by every right-thinking person. Greek
and Roman poets mistakenly praise the life before civiliza-
tion for its simplicity, but this life was in truth harsh and
uncomfortable. “Was it virtue? It was pure ignorance.” As
usual, Voltaire is especially hard on Christian apologists,
in this case those who describe the simple life of the
Garden of Eden as Paradise on earth. In truth Adam and
Eve must have been hideous creatures having long black
nails and sunburned leathery skin, living off water and
acorns, sleeping on the cold ground. The true “terrestrial
Paradise,” Voltaire concludes at the end of the poem, “is
where 1 am.”®

How could this philosopher reconcile his vigorous de-
fense of aristocratic consumption habits (Nietzsche re-
ferred to Voltaire as “the consummation of courtly taste”)’
with his equally lively denunciations of aristocratic privi-
lege and political tyranny? It was from luxurious sur-
roundings oozing aristocratic and monarchical tradition
that he hurled his cry “Ecrasez 'infame,” that is, crush all
the irrational and repressive dogmatisms of the past. As a
crusader for the abstract ideal of civilization, Voltaire was
keenly aware that most Frenchmen in his day were victims
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of a system of economic and political inequity which
helped to keep them in a state similar to that he ascribes to
Adam and Eve—a state of ignorance, nakedness, hunger,
and dirt. The problem is to reconcile this awareness with
his praise of civilization in the more limited sense of an
upper-class lifestyle.

More significant than the way Voltaire achieved this
reconciliation is the fact that he and others like him felt the
need to justify themselves at all. In the eighteenth century
privilege in consumption begins to need explanation: this
is a major change in historical consciousness from the time
when noble birth in itself justified exalted living stan-
dards. In the Age of Enlightenment noble birth was more
and more seen as an arbitrary and irrational accident
rather than as a divinely ordained gift. Moreover, bour-
geois were well aware that they, rather than the aristo-
crats, were performing much of the real service to the
crown. Besides, many who were now tasting the delights
of luxury were, like Voltaire, not noble at all. How could
one commoner defend privileges others failed to attain?

Voltaire’s response was that civilization defined as
upper-class luxury is necessary to foster civilization de-
fined as general social progress. He had lived in London
from 1726 to 1729, when Bernard de Mandeville’s Fable of
the Bees was the talk of the town. Voltaire was impressed
by its ingenious argument that private vices result in
public benefits, that pride, envy, and vanity in individual
“bees” paradoxically maximize the welfare of the social
“hive” by stimulating industry. At about the same time,
William Petty and other English mercantile economists
were dispersing similar ideas in both France and England,
justifying private luxury by pointing to its public utility. In
“Le Mondain” Voltaire develops this argument by lauding
“The superfluous, this very necessary thing,” as the
stimulus behind the vast increase in trade which had
united the hemispheres and raised living standards every-
where. In other writings he expands upon the theme that
luxury stimulates enterprise by rousing men from the
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natural laziness which always threatens to let society slip
back to barbarism. Luxury also provides employment,
since those who live well are the best clients of workers
and merchants. The moral code calling for suppression of
needs (and here again Voltaire attacks ancient philoso-
phers and the Church Fathers) might have been appropri-
ate for a poor society, but now it would be a mistake “To
call virtue what is poverty.”® In modern times living well
is a virtue. As long as outright immorality and perversity
are shunned, the consumer is acting ethically in enjoying
the superfluities available to him according to his re-
sources. Both decadent sensuality and barbaric austerity
are enemies of civilization; the enlightened consumer is its
friend.

Civilization and Consumption: Rousseau-Voltaire repre-
sents an important vein of thought about consumer ethics
in the eighteenth century—an attitude at once sensual and
rational, skeptical and serious, critical of traditional moral-
ity yet moralistic—but this ethical viewpoint did not go
unchallenged. Throughout the century the question of
luxury was vigorously debated, and in its fundamental
terms this debate represents the first sustained attempt to
frame a modern ethic of consumption.’

The opponents of luxury as much as proponents like
Voltaire appealed to rationality and social utility to justify
their arguments; they tacitly accepted the Voltairean ax-
iom that the moral codes and religious dogmas of the past
were no longer sufficient authorities. The Enlightenment
debate about luxury was conducted in the language of
economic welfare and social benefit, not of personal salva-
tion or philosophical detachment from gross materiality.
For example, a group of French economists, the Physio-
crats, who opposed the English mercantile economists
publicized by the Anglophile Voltaire, used the social
argument that too much monetary wealth would banish
“industry and the arts, so casting states into poverty and
depopulation.””® Often derided then and now for their
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seemingly reactionary preference for the value of land
over that of commerce and industry—a preference which
seems more sensible if it is interpreted as a general con-
cern for the preservation and development of natural
resources—the Physiocrats questioned the identification
of luxury and civilization. The wealth of precious metals,
they suggested, was a sterile and deceptive wealth,
whereas agricultural goods represented genuinely usable,
renewable, honest wealth, the basis of true civilization.
Although the Physiocrats met with little success in En-
gland, in France their views were adopted by important
bourgeois reformers in the government bureaucracy. It is
an indication that the French upper classes were by no
means unanimous on the definition of civilization.

The most famous opponent of luxury, however, was
not from the ranks of the respectable at all: he was the
perpetual outsider Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Born of French
Protestant parents in Calvinist Geneva, his father a watch-
maker and his mother the daughter of a minister, Rous-
seau spent his youth wandering in the hinterlands of
France, working fitfully—as a servant, music teacher, tu-
tor, and lover—all the while entertaining notions of writ-
ing. In 1749 Rousseau noticed an announcement that the
Dijon Academy (one of many provincial organizations
devoted to the cultivation of learning) was offering a prize
for the best essay on the topic “Whether restoration of the
sciences and arts has tended to purify morals.” By para-
doxically arguing that this restoration had corrupted mor-
als, and that the state of barbarism was preferable to that
of civilization, Rousseau won both the prize and fame. His
essay brought a counterattack from Voltaire himself, and
the ensuing debate, in which many other joined, lasted
intensively for three years and in a more subdued form to
the end of Rousseau’s life.

The basic issue was whether luxury in consumption
fostered civilization or weakened it. Rousseau’s definition
of civilization was opposite to that of Voltaire. The
wanderer from Geneva uncompromisingly condemned
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luxury, and he was radical enough to insist that the arts
and sciences be classed as such, along with such obvious
examples as diamond necklaces. One weakness in Rous-
seau’s position, as Voltaire quickly perceived, was his
attempt to ground his moral viewpoint in historical
events, to demonstrate that material simplicity and social
harmony had been facts in the distant past. Voltaire’s
description of Adam and Eve probably has more historical
accuracy as a description of primitive times than Rous-
seau’s reveries of a golden age. But Rousseau was on firm
ground in enumerating the contemporary consequences
of luxurious consumption:

Princes always view with pleasure the spread among their
subjects of the taste for the arts and for superfluities. . . .
For, besides fostering that spiritual pettiness so appropri-
ate to slavery, they know well that the needs that people
create for themselves are like chains binding them. . . .
The sciences, letters, and arts . . . wind garlands of flow-
ers around the iron chains that bind them [the people],
stifle in them the feeling of that original liberty for which
they seemed to have been born, make them love their slav-
ery, and turn them into what is called civilized people."

Voltaire praises luxury as an abstract level of social activ-
ity; Rousseau disdains it as a concrete tool of political
tyranny. Voltaire defines liberty as the individual’s free-
dom to grasp whatever superfluities he can afford, but
Rousseau sees this grasping as slavery to the instincts and
submission to the powers that be. Where Voltaire accepts
and, indeed, praises inequality as the basis of general
welfare, since the rich consume what the poor produce,
Rousseau affirms that consumption can be conducive to
virtue only when all share its benefits equally. For Rous-
seau, wealth and poverty are relative terms that become
significant only when the natural equality of the primitive
state has been destroyed. He had no illusions that this
original state could be restored; instead, he affirmed that
the community could overcome present corruption and
inequality only by being based on the general, or popular,
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will rather than on the enslaving desires of individual
wills.

Rousseau could be the most self-contradictory of men:
he abandoned four children to foundling homes and later
wrote a book tenderly depicting the ideal education of a
child and lauding domestic affection. However, in the
matter of consumption there was little discrepancy be-
tween his private life and his publicly espoused principles.
Rousseau stubbornly, even perversely, refused to accept
financial security or personal comforts. The year after his
prize essay was published, one of his operas was per-
formed before the court of Louis XV with such success that
the next day the composer was ordered to be presented to
the king. This honor meant the bestowal of a royal pen-
sion, but Rousseau refused to go. Soon afterward he sold
his valuables, quit his job as a cashier, and announced that
henceforth he would earn his living by copying music.

Rousseau’s motives may have been less exalted than
he claimed: his criticism of luxury may be interpreted as a
defense of his own position as a quarrelsome, unstable
eccentric without the wealth, well-placed friends, or
cleverness that Voltaire enjoyed. Yet Rousseau’s denun-
ciations of luxury should no more be dismissed as the
querulous plaint of a neurotic than Voltaire’s praise of
luxury should be written off as the self-justification of a
bon vivant. The viewpoints they adopted represent a
critical juncture in historical conscience—in French the
word combines the meanings of “consciousness” and
“conscience.” It was a time when the upper classes were
developing an unprecedented consciousness of their privi-
leged position as consumers and were also developing a
sense of uneasy conscience about their privileges, a dis-
comfort which Voltaire expressed by justifying luxury and
Rousseau by rejecting it. The fact of inequity in consump-
tion was not new. What was new was the fact that those
who enjoyed luxury were so aware of their distinction and
troubled by it. Henceforth “the civilizing process” would
be a dialectical one, with the moral appeal of the simple
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life evolving side by side with the appeal of ever higher
material standards.

The growing cultural importance of nostalgia for sim-
plicity could be observed even at court, the heart of
privileged consumption. During the eighteenth century
the grandeur of Versailles as it had been under Louis XIV
was continuously modified in the direction of greater
informality and intimacy. Under Louis XV palace furniture
became smaller and more comfortable, and ornate fétes
gave way to picnics. Louis XV constructed the Petit Tria-
non as a retreat for his wife; while supremely elegant, it is
smaller and simpler than the Grand Trianon and Marly,
which Louis XIV used for similar purposes. Louis XVI's
queen, Marie Antoinette, was even more extravagant in
her taste for simplicity. She supervised the construction of
a “little hamlet” near the Petit Trianon as a sort of life-
sized play farm with stables, ponds, dovecotes, haylofts,
and cabbage patches, where she could pretend to be a
peasant or shepherdess. Such games represent a high
degree of civilization. The courtiers of Francis I were too
close to the realities of peasant life to play at it, but by the
later eighteenth century there was a strong desire to
retrieve spiritual freedom through material divestiture.
That desire must be taken seriously even when expressed
in Rousseau’s sentimentalism or Marie Antoinette’s silli-
ness, just as the appeal of material pleasures associated
with urban life must be taken seriously even when ex-
pressed in the strident self-righteousness of le mondain.
Despite these deficiencies in expression, each tendency
offers a fundamental and lasting appeal to the modern
consumer, and in their conflict emerges his ambivalent
conscience.

The French Revolution and Its Aftermath—In 1788 Louis
XVI convoked a meeting of the Estates General, the na-
tional parliament of France, which had not met since 1614.
He did so to bail himself out of imminent bankruptcy.
Ruinous debts are a common enough fate for a big
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spender, but in this case the debtor was a king and his
creditors were a nation. The eventual consequences of his
need for money were of a magnitude no one had foreseen.
When the Estates General convened in the spring of 1789,
not only did it vote new taxes but transformed itself into a
constitutional assembly intending to reform the entire
structure of government. The nation grew restless. In July
a Parisian crowd tore down the Bastille. Disorders spread
through the countryside until, on the night of August4, in
one tumultuous session, the assembly scrapped feudal
rights which had been in force for centuries. Not long after
this, it proclaimed the Declaration of the Rights of Man.
The French government was destined to be reformed, but
most reformers still assumed their work would proceed
while the king remained on the throne.

On the night of October 3, amid rumors, plots, famine,
international intrigue, and popular unrest, a banquet was
held at Versailles to honor the soldiers loyally guarding
the royal family in those troubled times. The scene had
taken place countless times before in those brilliant halls:
lords and ladies, glittering jewels, songs, blazing chande-
liers, laden tables, wine in crystal goblets. But this time,
when the news of the banquet reached Paris, an enormous
crowd, mainly women struggling to find scraps of bread to
feed their own families, started marching with the na-
tional guard to Versailles to protest the festivities there.
When the crowd arrived, Louis XVI was just returning
from a hunting expedition. Before the palace gates, block-
ing his entrance, he found a swarm of uninvited guests,
starved, frenzied. He tried to speak to them, without
success. There ensued confusion, threats, struggle,
bloodshed: the result was that Louis and his queen were
virtual prisoners of the people. They had to consent to
leave Versailles and go to Paris. There, four years later,
they were guillotined.

The royal executions came during the Jacobin phase of
the revolution, when the guillotine claimed, among vic-
tims from all classes, many well-born representatives of
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the courtly concept of civilization. It was then that the
revolution came closest to fulfilling the opposite ideal of
civilization as moral purity and material simplicity. The
leading Jacobin, Maximilien Robespierre, worshipped
Rousseau. His own austere, “sea-green integrity” was
legendary, and his ideal of consumption was a daily bowl
of lentils for each citizen. Although this egalitarian asceti-
cism had its day, it did not last for long. In 1794 the coup
of Thermidor deposed Robespierre, who was himself led
to the guillotine, and the Jacobin phase of the revolution
was over.

Not Rousseau’s love of simplicity but Voltaire’s love of
luxury finally emerged victorious. The ultimate benefi-
ciaries of the revolution were neither the banqueting court
nor the hungry masses, but the bourgeois, who replaced
the nobility as the dominant element in the upper classes.
The revolution and ensuing wars provided numerous
opportunities for bourgeois to cash in through specula-
tion, trade, and manufacture, especially since interest
rates and rents continued to rise steadily. After Napoleon
took power in 1799 these same people benefited from the
Napoleonic policy of “careers open to talent,” meaning
that bureaucratic and administrative positions were
offered to those with ability and education, mainly, that s,
to bourgeois. Furthermore, the number of such positions
multiplied under the Consulate and Empire. Napoleon
also encouraged what he called “the fusion of the classes,”
meaning the consolidation of new money and old into one
stable ruling elite. Imperial titles were bestowed upon
successful generals, businessmen, and bureaucrats, and
all of them were encouraged to intermarry with what
remained of the old aristocracy. Thus, the revolutionary
period, far from terminating upper-class modes of con-
sumption, only opened up access to 