International Review of Social Sciences and Humanés
Vol. 5, No. 2 (2013), pp. 135-139

www.irssh.com

ISSN 2248-9010 (Online), ISSN 2250-0715 (Print)

A Reconsideration of Werner Sombart’sLuxury and
Capitalism

Cody Franchetti
Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Modern Eamodudies
Columbia University, New York City, NY 10027
E-mail: history@codyfranchetti.com

(Received2-3-13/ Accepted11-4-13

Abstract

Werner Sombart's classic texiuxury and Capitalism is revisited in the light of recent
economic historians’ works that have analyzed Iysurole in the development of capitalism.
Most of these works, as well as Sombart’s bookfjtaee focused on the eighteenth century,
since it was then that the proliferation—and avmlity—of luxury manifested itself for the
first time most conspicuously. By employing secanydtexts by economic historians and
primary sources from the debates on luxury in tighteenth century—some of which
overlooked by a number of historians—the essaymgtte a renewed outlook on a text that
was controversial when written over a century aigd @mains a prominent argument in the
eternal discussion and dispute on the cause(keaide of capitalism.
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Introduction

Werner Sombart’&uxury and Capitalism has occupied a peripheral though captivating place
in the theory for the rise of capitalism. Somtmddbntemporary Max Weber and his theories
have enjoyed much more currency; | venture to kay that is mainly due to the fact that
Weber posited a history of thdea of capitalism, which is attractive and easily tatde—
though surely not without flaws—while Sombart’'s segonomic exigencies that are harder to
examine specifically, for they demand very broastdrical bearings, and are even harder to
test. Sombart's idea is relatively straightforwalakury and its pursuit were of cardinal
importance for the development of capitalism. Bbugh this theory is exceedingly
intelligible, testing it as well as its ramificatis is an almost impossible task. Sombart
focuses on the eighteenth century—for it was tie fluxury became more widely available
and sought after—and situates in it the cruciatefasg of some of the classic and
acknowledged factors of the capitalistic system—tlinsion of labor, the rise of new
markets, and the resulting capital accumulation—etvthie saw specifically tied to luxury’s
intensification; in fact, Sombart called capitaligie ‘illicit child of luxury’ (Sombart, 1967,
p.27). Sombart hypothesizes that the courts aeddmminization of taste, which saw their
zenith in the eighteenth century, fomented luxuriyisrease. The other reason for the
extravagant growth of luxury is, according to Soml{a967, p.81) the ‘emergence of the
homo novus’: the bourgeois who lived in a hierarchical sogiead to prove himself and his
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self-worth—pun intended—and thus necessitated g hewghtened degree of luxury. This
further increased the demand for luxury, which adicm to Sombart specifically resulted in
the creation of new markets that expanded the eopnas the desire for luxury grew
immensely, so did the markets to accommodate it.

The ‘de-Moralization of Luxury’

In synthesis, this is Sombart’s thesis. In ordecdnsider his theory appropriately, we ought
to look at eighteenth century debates on luxumngesiSombart heavily drew upon them, but
we shall not be concerned with the moral aspet¢hefdebates, for it should be noted that
numerous writers exhibited powerful moral dilemmeward luxury and its rise that often
prevent a purely economic investigation, which ig onain task: the condemnations on
luxury by a Rousseau, a Fénelon, a Walwyn, a Hasabre and others are surely fundamental
to the history of the ‘idea of luxury’ as well asdultural history, but have no bearing on our
considerations. Indeed, Sombart himself thoughtosowhen he stated that ‘time and time
again the problem of luxury has been approached alitthe ethical fervor of the solid and
thrifty bourgeois, and moralizing arguments haverbbrought into play for every phase of
the question. And so, on the relationship betwlegary and the market few had anything
important to say.” (Sombart, 1967, p.116)

However, those who saw luxury exclusively througbrah lenses should not obfuscate our
own view of a very important circumstance that despeing tied tamoral considerations
had importanteconomic effects during the eighteenth century—that is, ww@Gharistopher
Berry called ‘the de-moralization of luxury’. Thosvho de-moralized luxury are the crucial
writers to survey, for they regarded luxury’'s ecmio office over its moral implications; as
Maxine Berg (2003, p.7) has stated quite correcllyxury gradually lost its former
associations with corruption and vice, and camadlude production, trade and the civilizing
impact of superfluous commodities.” Christopheretoo, makes a subtler and more wide-
ranging observation when he remarks that, ‘cettr#this de-moralization is the re-evaluation
of mundane life. From being deprecated becaug#s obncern with the recurrent necessities
of everyday living [...] it is within this necessityhat a hew source of certainty could be
located [...] because the ‘modern psychology’ itgddintifies a certainty and predictability by
virtue of man’s material nature.” (Berry, 1994, 1] Both Berg and Berry tangentially
support Sombart’s view of luxury’s economic impa&ut Berry's view that man’s material
nature wasper se positive is both significant and historically esriched in a burgeoning
reality, for the forces of secularization, whichcelerated significantly after the Peace of
Westfalia of 1648, kept weakening the worth of #isceontemplative life; and mundane
pleasures became increasingly acceptable. Thematalization of luxury’, which
Christopher Berry chronicles so well in his homowoys chapter, started assuming a
significant extent around 178aand thus began to have relevant economic impake ‘de-
moralization’ that luxury underwent during the diggnth century ought to be understood and
kept well in mind as an essential prerequisite & are to accept or even consider any of

“The great divide in the perception of the beautyife comes much more between the Renaissance
and the modern period than between the Middle Agekthe Renaissance. [...] For the medieval man
enjoymentper seis sinful. The Renaissance had managed to fse#f ftom the rejection of all the joy

of life as something sinful, but had not yet foumchew way of separating the higher and lower
enjoyments of life; the Renaissance wanted an wmebered enjoyment of all of life. The new
distinction is the compromise between the Renacsamd Puritanism that is at the base of modern
spiritual attitudes. It amounted to a mutual aaption in which one side insisted on saving beauty
while the other insisted on the condemnation of gin.] Only after the Puritan worldview lost its
intensity did the Renaissance receptiveness tihalloys of life gain ground again; perhaps evememo
ground than before, because beginning the eightemanttury there is a tendency to regard the natural
per se as an element of the ethically good. Anyone gttérg to draw the dividing line between the
higher and lower enjoyments of life according te thctates of ethical consciousness would no longer
separate art from sensuous enjoyment, the enjoyaferdture from the cult of the body, the elevated
from the natural, but would only separate egotiges, and vanity from purity.” (Huizinga, 1996, py4
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Sombart’s views. Furthermore, the separation efrttoral and economic aspects of luxury
had the important consequence of distinguishingetfeet of luxury on the nation as opposed
to that on the individual, which encouraged thiskiexlook at luxury in exclusively economic
terms completely divested from moral implications.fact, Christopher Berry cites a treatise
by Nicholas Barbon-Biscourse on Trade from 1690—which according to Berry was the first
to make a distinction between the repercussiotsxafy on nation and individual separately.

The firm separation of luxury’s moral and econonm@atters was precisely the great
contribution of Hume’s seminal essay on luxu@y Refinement in the Arts, which saw luxury
under a positive light for its contribution to comroe: ‘Luxury nourishes commerce and
industry.” (Hume, 1904, p.284) A number of writegspecially in France had already grasped
the favorable implications of luxury. From Vol&is famous and typically tart remark, “Le
supeflu chose trés nécessaire” (The superfluousfeat qiecessity) to Francois Melon’s
sapient observation that, ‘Diamonds are broughinfreery distant Countries, and we pay
Silver for them: But we do not go on Purpose, angreat Expense to seek them. It is a part
of general Commerce, and Diamonds make a new \Malu@rculation, which is received
through the World’ (Melon, 2003, p.264), luxury reasingly shone of a new, lustrous light.

Yet it would be a mistaken assumption to imagirgraight, immutable progression in the
rehabilitation of luxury: ‘there was no simple pregsion from disapprobation to

endorsement of luxury, but rather, a dialecticabade which centered on questions of
individual and national virtue, economic expansamil canons of taste, definitions of self and
the social redistribution of wealth.” (Berg, Eaggo03, p.8)

Louis-Sebastien Mercier’s writings provide an ie&ing counter-dialectic to the sanctioning
of luxury. In hisTableaux de Paris, Mercier had a very critical view of luxury in tleapital,
for ‘Mercier was continuously appalled by the luesrhe saw in Paris (Berg, Eager, 2003,
p.21) Mercier's copious memories have furnishedohisns an invaluable description of
every-day life in Paris in the years before the efidhe Ancien Régime: Sombart cited
Mercier’s criticism of luxury often—'luxe, bureaued riches’ (Sombart, 1967, p.62) i.e.
luxury, the executioner of the rich—as proof thatxury had indeed reached staggering
proportions. But Mercier’'s dissenting views onuox were beyond the merely moralistic,
and, Sombart overlooked that Mercier's argument \pemarily economic—at least in
Mercier's view. It is fair to note that it was M&gr's works from the 1780s that have mostly
been consulted, since historians have been faedinay life at Paris at the eve of the
Revolution. However, Mercier kept memoires welfdoe Louis XVI's accession in 1775;
and | located a most interesting passage written11r2, which shows Mercier's
preoccupation for luxury as an economic “scourgdri. speaking of the inflated prices of
wine, Mercier noted that,

The duty was become so excessive, that it greatjyassed the price of the commodity. One
would imagine that wine was forbid by the law [.. & taxes must be enormously enhanced,
to satisfy the horrible avarice of the farmer-gaheand the citizen in Paris, rich or poor,
drinks and the nation remains impoverished by igss [...] The first maxim that a king
should learn is, that plentiful coffers depend upgmdiminishment of vices of a people.
(Mercier, 1772, p.144-5)

Mercier condemned the exasperate search for lwairitems that every class displayed
because he thought it was ruinous. His reproachetier, seems to display more ethical
import than economic acumen: after all, if indesdviercier suggests the yearning for luxury
was rampant in every class, and, such behavioravsmsirce of revenue for the state through
taxes, why would Mercier wish for a “diminishment wices of people” if that secured
“plentiful coffers” for a state? Clearly thereasconfusion upon whom luxury is a scourge—
or a benefit: is it upon the state or the indivi@udt seems that Mercier is unsure of which
agent is negatively affected by luxury; and we ra&go question whether in fact Mercier's
view that luxury was ruinous economically to eithgent was ever true.
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Sombart, (1967, p.114) obviously, did not agredrwlercier and cited Montesquieu, who in
his Esprit des Lois stated that, ‘if rich were not lavish, the poorulbstarve’, for according
to him luxury was responsible for what we nowadegh trickle-down economics, as was
indisputably elaborated by Francois Melon:

The excessive Price paid for some trifling Prowvisiowhich the Luxurious Man displayeth
with Profusion [...] is an Instance of the highesid anost ridiculous kind of Luxury, and yet,
why should this extravagant Expense be exclaimathaty The Money thus earned, would,
if it lay in the Chest of the Luxurious Man, remdiread to the Society. The Gardiner
receiveth it, and hath deserved it, as a recompehsés Labour, which is thereby excited
again. His Children, almost naked, are therebtheld; they eat Bread in Plenty, enjoy better
Health, and labour with cheerful Expectation.

(Melon, 2003, p.262)

Clearly, Montesquieu and Melon were not enthusiasti all fronts about luxury, but neither
could fail to overlook its resulting economic adizges.

Finally, there were writers who directly oppose@ trestriction of luxury, because they
thought it stifled economic growth. Christopherrie produces the testimony of Dudley
North, who in hisDiscourses upon Trade from 1691 wrote that, ‘countries which have
sumptuary laws are generally poor because thesetres discourage industry and
ingenuity.’” (Berry, 1994, p.115) Adam Smith echdleid$ very sentiment when he said, “It is
the highest impertinence and presumption [...] ingkirmnd ministers, to pretend to watch
over the economy of private people, and restragir #xperience, either by sumptuary laws,
or by prohibiting the importation of foreign luxasd.” (Smith, 1994, p.377). Smith was
speaking both in favor of consumption and libegyd, against the old, hierarchical system
that was trying to hold on to its slipping priviegwith sumptuary laws.

Sombart’s theory seems to be sustained by the elelbi@t were occurring during the period
he analyzed. And yet, a great historian of capital Fernand Braudel, dismissed Sombart’s
view for being negligible in relation to the cemtfactors of capitalism’s growth: Braudel
thought that courts were an aberration, had naemite on real economic growth, and thus
did not reflect markets or ‘real’ society. Braudefaulted Sombart for his stance, which
‘takes the development of capitalism out of thedsaaf ordinary entrepreneurs, and puts it
squarely into the laps of aristocrats who diddittlusiness yet reaped the rewards from the
economic efforts of others.” (Mukerji, 1993, p.43%his quote from Braudel is that which
Chandra Chandra Mukerji opens her article, to disguBraudel’s contention by focusing on
the interdependence between courtly gardens anthiistpculture in early modern France; in
it, she demonstrates that courts’ materialism egipbly contributed to entrepreneurs’
economic development and methods, thus sustainimgb&rt's view in the court’s role of
capitalism’s spread and countering Braudel's dispoort. But Braudel restricted Sombart’s
argument excessively: Sombart did use the courtsma=gregious example for the enormous
urge for luxury, but he did not limit himself toettimn. As we saw earlier, Sombart insisted on
the importance of the emergence of the bourgedis, m his wish to carve for himself a new
place in a changing society, wanted to replicageciburtly extravagance to sanction his right
to be a constituent of ‘high society’, and most amgpntly, to his prove that birth was not a
prerequisite for status: this had the effect ofeasing the scopand availability of luxury,
which undoubtedly fomented capitalistic development

Still, we ought not to overlook—as | think Braudi#tl—the contribution of courts to the
‘turning of the wheels of commerce’, as Braudel tdohave stated: it is enough to read
through the colossal expenditures for the constmodf Versailles from 1660 to 1689—
which are so elephantine to be beyond computationeetclude that it is impossible that
they did not have an effect on the economy andiseeof new markets.

“Chandra Mukerji. “Reading and Writing with Natura: Materialist Approach to French Formal
Gardens'Consumption and the World of Goods. (London: Routedge, 1993), p.439.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, how are we to gauge the potencyoshi@art's ideas? | think that Sombart’s
idea that luxury had a role in the development apitalism remains a fundamental
contribution, which is clearly confirmed by mostoaomic thinkers of the early capitalist
period, who saw luxury as a tonic for economic growit is therefore not inappropriate that
in the introduction to Sombart’s work Philip Spiégan declares thatuxury and Capitalism
has ‘recently been pulled back into the orbit ohtemnporary academic consciousness.’
(Sombart, 1967, p.v) In fact, almost a centurgraBombart pioneered his idea, James Perkin
followed suit by stating that it was consumer dedhawhich was ‘the most important
economic factor in the genesis of industrialisnPéikin, 2002, p.92) And so, it is true as
Maxine Berg holds, that the division of labor cezshthew luxuries but it is also arguable, as
Sombart did, that the lure of luxury stimulated theision of labor and the creation of new
markets.

That none of the economic historians of all denatiams who have postulated innumerable
theories to explain why capitalism rose in the Waser the mercantilist period has ever
provided one, all-encompassing explanation thdillfubll the complexities of the formation
of the capitalist system is emblematic of the entyrrof the problem. Yet, we can surely
observe the coincidence of the surge of luxury #wedexpansion of capitalism. Sombart's
Luxury and Capitalism, in this respect, remains an alluring book, buts iequally true that
one encouraged the other, and, therefore, to fubdvbich came first may be impossible. It is
time we understood that finding a definitive exglaon may be a chimerical pursuit; and that
all theories, no matter how compelling, are bue#lds of the enormously intricate tapestry
that is the rise of capitalism.
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