
The Romantic Ethic and 
the Spirit of Modern 
Consumerism
 
New Extended Edition

Colin Campbell

CULTURAL
SOCIOLOGY



Cultural Sociology

Series Editors
Jeffrey C. Alexander

Center for Cultural Sociology
Yale University

New Haven, CT, USA

Ron Eyerman
Center for Cultural Sociology

Yale University
New Haven, CT, USA

David Inglis
Department of Sociology, Philosophy and Anthropology

University of Exeter
Exeter, Devon, UK

Philip Smith
Center for Cultural Sociology

Yale University
New Haven, CT, USA



Cultural sociology is widely acknowledged as one of the most vibrant areas 
of inquiry in the social sciences across the world today. The Palgrave 
Macmillan Series in Cultural Sociology is dedicated to the proposition that 
deep meanings make a profound difference in social life. Culture is not 
simply the glue that holds society together, a crutch for the weak, or a 
mystifying ideology that conceals power. Nor is it just practical knowl-
edge, dry schemas, or know how. The series demonstrates how shared and 
circulating patterns of meaning actively and inescapably penetrate the 
social. Through codes and myths, narratives and icons, rituals and repre-
sentations, these culture structures drive human action, inspire social 
movements, direct and build institutions, and so come to shape history. 
The series takes its lead from the cultural turn in the humanities, but insists 
on rigorous social science methods and aims at empirical explanations. 
Contributions engage in thick interpretations but also account for behav-
ioral outcomes. They develop cultural theory but also deploy middle-
range tools to challenge reductionist understandings of how the world 
actually works. In so doing, the books in this series embody the spirit of 
cultural sociology as an intellectual enterprise.

More information about this series at 
http://www.palgrave.com/gp/series/14945

http://www.palgrave.com/gp/series/14945


Colin Campbell

The Romantic Ethic 
and the Spirit of 

Modern Consumerism
New Extended Edition



Cultural Sociology
ISBN 978-3-319-79065-7        ISBN 978-3-319-79066-4  (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-79066-4

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018940532

Originally published by Basil Blackwell in 1987
© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2018
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of 
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on 
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, 
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now 
known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information 
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the pub-
lisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the 
material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The 
publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institu-
tional affiliations.

Cover credit © Tramont_ana

Printed on acid-free paper

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer 
International Publishing AG part of Springer Nature.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Colin Campbell
University of York
York, UK

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-79066-4


to Elizabeth and Duncan



vii

This bold and brilliant essay lays out a heretofore invisible cultural link 
between capitalist consumption and modern religious history. 
Contemporary social thinkers—critical theorists, neoliberals, and conser-
vatives—join together in their condemnation of contemporary market 
society as materialistic and individualistic. Campbell’s hermeneutical 
reconstruction of historical-cum-collective meanings, almost shocking in 
its originality, provides a radically different point of view. In the midst of 
their consumption of material goods, modern people are actually search-
ing for meaning, and finding it in the aesthetic feelings and moral virtues 
that contact with such goods so often carries. The Romantic Ethic and the 
Spirit of Modern Consumerism lays down the historical and intellectual 
tracks for taking cultural sociology into the heart of contemporary eco-
nomic life.

Classical sociological theory threw down great impediments to appreci-
ating the continuing role of collective meaning in modernity. According 
to Marx’s commodification theory, monetizing the production, circula-
tion, and consumption of material objects is so powerfully deracinating 
that goods and labor come to be treated as things, valued only for what 
they can bring in exchange. According to Weber’s disenchantment per-
spective, in a secular age, when religion ceases to be all-embracing, the 
sinews that attach deep meaning to social life—myth, narrative, and emo-
tional feeling—are torn away. According to Durkheim’s pathological divi-
sion of labor, solidary ties between modern human beings have been 
destroyed, and only egoism and anomie remain.

Series Editor’s Preface
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The possibility of a cultural sociology depends on challenging such 
imposing claims. The Strong Program in cultural sociology, the perspec-
tive that provides the overarching rationale for this book series, rests 
largely upon a rereading of Durkheim that privileges his later work. Only 
Durkheim’s theorizing about rituals, solidarity, and symbolic classifica-
tion, crystallized in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, can provide a 
meaning-centered framework for comprehending a collectively meaning-
ful modern life.

Campbell’s book provides a rereading of Weber that points in exactly 
the same way. Weber’s great contribution to the foundations of cultural 
sociology was his demonstration that Calvinism provided a religious basis 
for the creation of modern capitalism. The irony of this early essay is 
Weber’s claim that, once religion had created the material structures of 
capitalism, culture became irrelevant: “The Puritan wanted to work in a 
calling, we are forced to do so.” What for Weber was a tragic historical 
irony became, for contemporary sociology, an intellectual tragedy, seem-
ing to legitimate a hollowed-out view of a modernity haunted by rational-
ization and distorted by domination.

To the contrary, Campbell demonstrates! “The process of disenchant-
ing the world served both to permit and to prompt the accompanying 
voluntaristic re-enchantment of experience” (p.  138). Post-Calvinism 
involved internal religious developments that eventuated in the demand 
that subjective sensibility permeate the modern material world. There 
could be enchantment without godliness, the sacred without the theologi-
cal, transcendence without salvation in any metaphysical sense. Campbell 
allows us to understand that this-worldly asceticism gradually came to be 
transformed into a worldview that allowed a mystical experience of whole-
ness, a kind of this-worldly sublimity. Calvinism gave way to Arminianism, 
predestination to the belief that men and women could actively gain their 
own direct experience of the divine. “Asceticism was now less significant 
than manifesting sensibility,” Campbell informs us, “something which 
required continuing evidence of one’s good taste” (p. 153). Sensibility 
and sentiment became sacred in the eighteenth century and manifest in 
the material surfaces of goods that one could own and display. “Closer 
examination of the consumer revolution in eighteenth-century England,” 
Campbell promises, will reveal “that a wider cultural revolution was 
involved.” Indeed, it does, and this cultural revolution continues to have 
repercussions three centuries later, now far from English shores.



    ix  SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE 

It is a great honor for the Palgrave Series in Cultural Sociology to pub-
lish, some three decades after its first appearance, this new edition of Colin 
Campbell’s extraordinarily prescient book. The author has provided an 
extensive Introduction that makes manifest the ways in which the theory 
and method he employed were cultural sociology avant la lettre. Karin 
M. Ekström’s Afterword describes this work as having provided a founda-
tional building block for the field of consumer studies. My point in this 
brief Preface is to suggest that Campbell’s book is also so much more.

New Haven, CT, USA� Jeffrey C. Alexander
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Romantic Ethic 30 Years 
On—Reflections on the Nature 

and Reception of a Weberian Thesis

Background

The Romantic Ethic and The  Spirit of Modern Consumerism was first 
published by Basil Blackwell in 1987. A paperback version, in Blackwell’s 
Ideas series, was published two years later. It was then reprinted several 
times in the 1990s prior to Blackwell’s ceasing publication towards the 
end of the decade. Given that I continued to receive inquiries from aca-
demics seeking to purchase copies in 2005 I arranged for it to be pub-
lished on demand by Alcuin Academics,1 while at the same time hoping to 
organize a new edition to be produced in time for the 20th anniversary of 
the book’s publication in 2007. This, I hoped, would allow me to write a 
new introduction, one that would enable me to respond both to the pas-
sage of time and to the various responses that there had been to the work. 
However, in the event, other projects came to take precedence, and that 
deadline passed, as too did the 25th anniversary. So it is that only now, a 
full 30 years since it was first published, that I have finally got round to 
doing what I had intended many years ago, which was to write a new 
introduction to the work.

Initial Reception

I was well aware, when writing this book, of the danger facing any aca-
demic brave enough, or perhaps one should say foolhardy enough, to ven-
ture outside his or her own discipline. Given therefore that, as one reviewer 
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described it, this book ‘mixes social theory with economic history, psy-
chology, history of religious thought and literary criticism’, I had antici-
pated trouble.2 Indeed, as Professor Evans predicted in his review for The 
Times Higher Education Supplement, ‘As with so many inter-disciplinary 
efforts, it will be widely criticized by subject specialists.’3 In this he was not 
wrong. There were, in the event, two groups of academics in particular 
who were inclined to find fault with my argument, those specializing in the 
study of English literature, and those historians whose focus of concern 
was the English Industrial Revolution or ‘Great Transformation’. In the 
former case my foolhardiness had taken the form of writing about 
Romanticism, a highly controversial topic that had long been the subject 
of passionate debate, even to the extent of a widespread difficulty in agree-
ing on a definition of the term. Hence it was no great surprise to discover 
that I was taken to task for my depiction of this particular movement. But 
then I was also running a considerable risk in discussing the transformation 
of England in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and espe-
cially in focusing on the role attributed to the bourgeoisie. For this was 
territory that had been ably mapped by the likes of such prominent figures 
as E.P. Thompson, Raymond Williams and Perry Anderson.

Yet as it transpired formulating a thesis that drew upon material from a 
number of different disciplines also brought some rewards as well as penal-
ties. In particular it was gratifying to discover that those academics work-
ing in such fields as aesthetics, design and fashion judged my comments on 
taste, aesthetic theory and the role of the artist to be of importance, as too, 
for perhaps more obvious reasons, did those in the fields of marketing and 
consumer research. I was also able to draw comfort from the fact that 
several reviewers, while judging my thesis to be wrong-headed in one way 
or another, nevertheless deemed it to be of importance, given that, as one 
suggested, it ‘helped to change the way we think about the critical ele-
ments in the transformation of the past into the present’.4

Undoubtedly one other reason why the book was reviewed by academ-
ics in a number of disciplines, in addition to its character as an interdisci-
plinary work, was because of my good fortune in publishing it when I did. 
For if embarking on an interdisciplinary work was a risky venture, it was 
less so when its central subject matter was just beginning to attract the 
attention of academics in a number of different disciplines. Yet this was 
exactly what was happening to the topic of consumption in the mid-to-
late 1980s. Neil McKendrick, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb’s study of the 
birth of a consumer society in England was published in 1982, while 
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Michael Schudson’s Advertising: The Uneasy Persuasion, a book in which 
he called for the creation of a ‘sociology of consumption’, was published 
just four years later; these two publications were then accompanied by 
Rachel Bowlby’s book on consumer culture in 1985, and Arjun Appadurai’s 
The Social Life of Things in 1986. So the fact that this book was published 
in 1987, the same year as Danny Miller’s Material Culture and Mass 
Consumption, was very fortuitous, especially given that Grant McCracken’s 
Culture and Consumption, Per Otnes’ The Sociology of Consumption and 
Lorna Weatherill’s Consumer Behaviour and Material Culture in Britain 
1660–1760 were all published the following year. The only downside of 
this from my perspective was that this fortuitous conjunction of events 
helped to confirm the perception that this book was primarily a contribu-
tion to the study of consumption, rather than—as I had been inclined to 
regard it—a contribution to cultural sociology.

But what about my fellow sociologists, how did they receive the thesis? 
Well here, for many of them, there was the initial problem of deciding 
precisely to which sub-discipline or field of study this work could be seen 
as principally connected; should it, for example, be seen as an exercise in 
historical sociology, or alternatively perhaps, as a contribution to the study 
of cultural change, or even the sociology of religion? Or was it perhaps 
simply a contribution to the emerging field of the sociology of consump-
tion? The fact that the title advertised a direct link to Max Weber’s famous 
essay didn’t necessarily help to resolve this problem. Although it did help 
when it came to the question of evaluating the work. For, as Gordon 
Marshall expressed it, in all probability echoing the view of many in the 
discipline, ‘one is likely to find the thesis convincing … only to the extent 
that one concurs with the Weberian original’, having ‘the same strengths 
and weaknesses’, to which, judging by some of my fellow sociologists’ 
remarks, Gordon could also have added, ‘and is likely to be subject to the 
same misunderstandings’.5

It is always interesting for an author to read reviewers’ comments, if 
only to discover the kind of book reviewers thought one should have writ-
ten. But then it is also interesting to discover what it is that one should 
have consulted or discussed at length, yet in the opinion of the reviewer 
regrettably failed to do. In my case it seems that I was especially remiss in 
not mentioning the work of Baudrillard, Braudel, Elias, Foucault, Halevy 
and Lacan, to mention but a few of the names of the distinguished schol-
ars suggested, while I was also judged to be seriously misguided in failing 
to consult the extensive literature on Methodist theology, English 

  INTRODUCTION: THE ROMANTIC ETHIC 30 YEARS ON—REFLECTIONS… 
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Evangelism and the psychological literature on consumer behaviour, again 
to single out just three of the bodies of work that various reviewers thought 
I should have referenced in my discussion. But then I was also criticized 
for failing to bring my analysis of modern consumerism up to the present 
day—which in the context of these reviews largely meant the 1980s—and 
in so doing examining the manner in which it had been modified as 
modernity gave way to post-modernity.6 But then, in addition and perhaps 
more predictably (and in an obvious echo of Gordon Marshall’s observa-
tion mentioned above), there were those reviewers of a Marxist, or at least 
Marxist fellow-traveller, disposition who considered my major failing to 
have been an undue neglect of the role played by power and wealth in the 
emergence of modern consumerism.

One last point needs to be mentioned before leaving the general issue 
of how this book was originally received, and this concerns the question of 
my own values and whether, in presenting a thesis linking a romantic ethic 
with modern consumerism, I could be said to have adopted a particular 
moral standpoint. Some reviewers believed this to be the case, for while 
noting my criticism of writers such as Veblen, Galbraith and Marcuse for 
prioritizing the condemnation over the investigation and explanation of 
modern consumerism, they appear to have come to the conclusion that I 
was intent on defending, if not actually celebrating it. Some commenta-
tors then took this argument one stage further, even suggesting that I 
sought to justify hedonism and in so doing was acting as an apologist for 
the romantic counter-culture of the 1960s. But then, as if to demonstrate 
the extent to which starkly different meanings can be extracted from the 
same manuscript, other commentators found a very different message in 
my claim that the modern consumer is of necessity a day-dreamer, as they 
saw this as meaning that such individuals are ‘deluded’; inhabitants of a 
fantasy world largely divorced from the reality that surrounds them. 
Consequently, the message they extracted from my analysis was a distinctly 
dystopian one, a vision of post-modern society in which consumerism 
depends for its continued existence on individuals being perpetually high 
on the ‘drug’ of self-illusory hedonism. That it was possible for reviewers 
to form such different opinions has helped reassure me that I had largely 
achieved my stated intention, as outlined in the original introduction, of 
avoiding condoning or condemning, and to focus instead on explaining 
rather than moralizing. But then here I was simply taking my cue from 
Weber, who says at the end of the Protestant Ethic essay that he does not 
intend ‘to burden … this purely historical discussion’ with ‘the world of 
judgements of value and faith’.7

  C. CAMPBELL
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This Is an Essay

Given the ambitious scope of this work it was always highly likely that it 
would contain both errors and omissions, so it is not unreasonable to sug-
gest that the book might have been improved by the inclusion of some of 
the material mentioned above. However what is critical here is whether the 
inclusion of the additional material would have substantially altered the 
main thrust of the argument and hence resulted in significantly different 
answers to the questions posed. Thus although I was accused, among 
other things, of neglecting society’s power structure or ‘material reality’ as 
well as ‘the social relations surrounding consumption’, those who made 
these observations failed to explain quite how taking such factors into con-
sideration would provide fundamentally different answers to the questions 
posed.8 Consequently I haven’t felt under any great compulsion to modify 
the argument by including discussion of the above-mentioned topics.

But then the other consideration that has counted against the addition 
of extra material was that this would have resulted in a considerable expan-
sion in the size of the manuscript and hence would have robbed the book 
of its essential character as an essay. It is therefore important to repeat 
what I said in the original introduction, which is that the book, like that 
upon which it is modelled, is essentially an essay and that consequently, 
‘despite its length it remains an attempt, an experiment, arising out of a 
deep dissatisfaction with the doubtful cultural contrasts and marked pro-
ductionist biases of most contemporary discussions, to see if a more plau-
sible and acceptable account of the development of modern consumerism 
and the culture of modernity can be constructed. It is not a detailed schol-
arly study, but a broad-ranging and fundamentally speculative attempt to 
draw together a highly diverse and apparently unrelated body of material 
to form a meaningful and coherent story.’ Unfortunately several reviewers 
seemed to overlook this important caveat, something that probably helps 
to explain why I was frequently criticized for not including this or that 
body of work. The fact remains that this is still an essay and not ‘a detailed 
scholarly study’; which is also the reason why I have resisted any tempta-
tion to undertake a revision of the original manuscript, preferring instead 
to focus on responding to some of the more significant criticisms and 
associated misunderstandings in this introduction.9

In emphasizing that the book was intended as an essay I did not just 
mean that it was intended to be a short piece of writing (in fact some 
reviewers considered it to be quite long), but rather, as stated above, that 
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it was intended to represent an attempt or an effort, one aimed at explor-
ing a new way of looking at familiar phenomena and in the process resolv-
ing certain intriguing problems. Again in doing this I was simply following 
Weber’s lead (Part 1 of The Protestant Ethic and Spirit of Capitalism is 
called ‘The Problem’). For him the initial problem, which he went on to 
refine, was how to explain the widely recognized link between religious 
affiliation and social stratification, specifically the correlation between 
Protestantism and capitalist activity, or as he expressed it, ‘why were the 
districts of highest economic development at the same time particularly 
favourable to a revolution in the Church?’10 In addition he asked how it 
was that deep-seated traditional attitudes towards labour and entrepre-
neurial activity were cast aside, and hence how ‘an activity which was at 
best ethically tolerated, [could] turn into a calling in the sense of Benjamin 
Franklin’?11—not to mention the fundamental question of why modern 
rational bourgeois capitalism emerged in Western Europe in the eigh-
teenth century rather than in such developed civilizations as Classical 
Rome or ancient China.

In my case the initial problem was to explain the perceived correlation 
between periods of consumer boom and Romantic sociocultural move-
ments, starting with events that marked the 1960s and working back to 
earlier periods that were characterized by similar features. But then, just 
like Weber, I was faced with explaining how it was that deep-seated tradi-
tional attitudes were cast aside and in particular how the English middle 
or trading classes, the very people whose Puritan inheritance had led them 
to extol the virtues of humility, abstinence, frugality, thrift and industry, 
could have become the standard-bearers for a new and dynamic consum-
erism. How was the force of traditionalism overcome, and in particular 
what was the source of the new propensity to consume that drove the 
Industrial Revolution? How, in effect, did we become modern consumers? 
Although here I first had the difficult task of identifying precisely how 
modern consumerism differed from its traditional counterpart, while also 
demonstrating how the account provided by economic historians of the 
processes that underpinned the consumer revolution of the eighteenth 
century, with its emphasis on fashion and emulation, was implausible. 
Despite these many similarities one could also say that I was faced with a 
more difficult task than the one that confronted Weber. For while in his 
day the existence of a link between Protestantism and modern capitalist 
activity was an acknowledged fact, even if the nature of the connection was 
disputed, this was not true of the link between romanticism and modern 
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consumer behaviour. In addition modern consumer behaviour itself wasn’t 
widely recognized as a distinct form of conduct (I have always felt that 
Weber made a mistake by omitting the adjective ‘modern’ from his 
reference to capitalism in the title of his essay), but then nor indeed was 
the inability of conventional economic theory to explain it.

Misunderstanding Matters

I suppose all authors complain about being misunderstood and it is cer-
tainly frustrating to encounter criticisms that are directed less against one’s 
actual arguments than misrepresented versions thereof. To what extent the 
author should accept some responsibility for being misunderstood is a 
moot point and there is, as I will suggest, a case for saying that to some 
degree I was naive in not spelling out some parts of my thesis in greater 
detail; for although there were a number of simple misunderstandings, 
deeper disagreements often stemmed from a more fundamental difference 
of perspective. This was especially the case with economic historians, whose 
commitment to a neo-classical economic theoretical framework meant that 
they had great difficulty in even grasping the nature of the problem I was 
attempting to solve, let alone understanding the solution offered. But this 
was also true to some degree of my fellow sociologists, who lacked famil-
iarity with the integrated theory of motivated action and cultural change 
that I was employing. One could say that this was especially ironic, given 
that it was virtually identical to the theory that Weber used in The Protestant 
Ethic and hence should, in theory, have been familiar to all sociologists.

So, what were the most common misunderstandings, in addition that is 
to the already mentioned matter of the failure to recognize the character 
of the work as an essay? The first was that I was attempting to describe 
contemporary consumerism.12 But of course that was not what I was 
doing. My concern was with ‘modern consumerism’ as opposed that is to 
its ‘traditional’ form, and while ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ are recognized 
sociological concepts, ‘contemporary’ is a term that has little conceptual 
or theoretical significance. In fact, like Weber, who said that it was not 
capitalism that needed explaining, but rather its origins, I too was primar-
ily concerned with understanding that novel form of consumerism that 
emerged in England in the eighteenth century, a phenomenon that—
whilst it shares certain crucial features—is also markedly different from 
today’s hyper-consumerism, with its emphasis on high-pressure advertis-
ing and marketing techniques, consumer research, extensive credit facili-
ties, internet purchasing and fast fashion.

  INTRODUCTION: THE ROMANTIC ETHIC 30 YEARS ON—REFLECTIONS… 
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But then, secondly, several commentators failed to appreciate that I was 
also following Weber in employing idealized-type constructs when refer-
ring to ‘the traditional’ and ‘the modern’, and hence what naturally fol-
lowed from this was that contemporary reality would consist of a mixture 
of traditional and modern forms. Consequently it would not be at all sur-
prising to find routine, mundane or non-dis-illusory consumption activity 
existing side by side with the more modern ‘self-illusory’ form, just as 
traditional forms of hedonistic activity continue to exist alongside modern 
autonomous hedonism. Then, thirdly, there is the fact that I was attempt-
ing to outline the origin of the spirit of modern consumerism, not modern 
consumerism in total, this spirit being what I identified as self-illusory 
hedonism, while fourthly, some commentators conflated this spirit with 
the Romantic ethic itself and hence tended to assume that the former was 
necessary for the continued existence of the latter.13 Yet here too, in a 
direct parallel with Weber’s argument, the role of the ethic was restricted 
to assisting with the emergence of the spirit of modern consumerism and 
that subsequently, its midwifely function performed, it faded away, such 
that modern consumerism was able to continue without the need for any 
help from a romantic worldview. In other words, modern consumers did 
not need to be Romantics any more than Weber suggested that modern 
entrepreneurs needed to be Calvinists. Fifthly and finally, and directly 
related to this last point, there was the common mistake of failing to 
appreciate that the spirit of modern consumerism was an unintended con-
sequence of a Romantic worldview.

A Theory of Motivated Conduct

While these misunderstandings were indeed commonplace and can, to a 
large extent, be put down to the fact that readers had not paid close 
enough attention to what they were reading (as all these points are made 
quite explicitly in the text), there is a sense in which many also stemmed 
from a lack of familiarity with the theory of action that is employed in this 
work, and especially the significance attached to moral motives, for my 
essay, like Weber’s, could be regarded as a study in ‘the motives of moral 
action’.14 It follows from this that those academics who subscribed to a 
theory of human conduct that did not accord significance to moral 
motives, or indeed even recognize that the motives underpinning action 
were necessarily variable, being sociocultural constructs, would fail to 
understand the argument presented, and what is more, that this failing 
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would occur in relation to the very first hurdle: that of recognizing that 
there was a problem in need of a solution.

This can be illustrated by the final sentence of Michael R.  Smith’s 
review of the book, where he says: ‘The “consumer revolution” of the 
eighteenth century was farmer’s daughters buying ribbons and prosperous 
artisans buying better cutlery … Do we really need the Cambridge 
Platonists to explain behaviour of that kind?’15 What is striking about this 
observation is the fact that the writer does not see the behaviour he 
describes as in any way problematic, and what is more, he assumes that 
neither would we, the readers. In other words buying ribbons and prefer-
ring decorated to plain cutlery is considered utterly normal. But then all 
this reveals is that Smith, like most of us, is a modern consumer. 
Consequently it is not surprising that one modern consumer fails to find 
the behaviour of other modern consumers puzzling. Sadly this kind of 
ethnocentricism is not unusual, for if those we study behave as we do, or 
possess attitudes and beliefs resembling ours, it is all too easy to assume 
that there is nothing to explain: no puzzle to be resolved. It takes a par-
ticular ability to stand outside the taken-for-granted reality of one’s own 
existence and see modern consumer behaviour—as Weber described mod-
ern capitalist behaviour—as distinctly unusual, if not ‘irrational’.16

What Smith is actually guilty of in the above quote is not correctly speci-
fying the nature of the problem to be solved. Indeed one could say that he 
fails to see the whole purpose behind the book. Which was less to explain 
modern consumer behaviour than to explain its origins. For the question 
that required an answer was not why farmer’s daughters in the eighteenth 
century bought ribbons and prosperous artisans fancy cutlery, but why 
those who had formerly eschewed this form of conduct began behaving in 
this way. For the actions Smith describes would not have been regarded as 
unproblematic by an earlier generation of those self-same farmer’s daugh-
ters and artisans. Indeed the purchase and display of ribbons, as well as the 
use of decorated rather than plain cutlery, would have been regarded as 
indicative of ‘vain ostentation’ and as such abhorrent to the Puritans and 
their insistence on ‘sober utility’, an attitude that, as Weber says, ‘was espe-
cially true in the case of decoration of the person, for instance clothing’.17 
Indeed, as he emphasized, ‘this worldly Protestant asceticism … acted 
powerfully against the spontaneous enjoyment of possessions; it restricted 
consumption, especially of luxuries’.18 Consequently, even if we are to take 
the behaviour of modern consumers as self-evidently explicable, we still 
need to account for how it was that such conduct came to replace the 
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asceticism and deep suspicion of ostentation and luxury that preceded it; 
an account that may indeed have a place for the Cambridge Platonists.

One suspects that underlying Smith’s quote is a presumption concern-
ing where one should look for an explanation of the eighteenth-century 
consumer revolution, for like many of my critics, he probably started with 
the taken-for-granted assumption that the answer lies in an examination of 
the economic circumstances of the time, which is why, since I accord this 
little significance, I am naturally deemed to be looking in the wrong place. 
But this presumption is highly questionable, arising as it does from the etic 
approach that economists and economic historians typically adopt when 
examining human conduct, as this means that they necessarily fail to 
appreciate the extent to which this term is a subjectively meaningless cat-
egory as far as most consumers are concerned. For most people rarely 
describe their own activity as ‘consuming’ (except perhaps when eating). 
What is meaningful to them are activities such as buying clothes, or pur-
chasing items with which to decorate their houses, or indulging in leisure-
time pursuits such as reading novels or going to the theatre. In other 
words doing a whole variety of things that constitute fundamental ingre-
dients in the singular activity of living a life. Consequently it is the frame-
work of assumptions that people bring to the activity of living that should 
be the focus of concern, not some abstract analyst’s category such as con-
sumption. Seen like this it immediately becomes obvious that the way 
people live their lives is necessarily bound to involve ethical issues, and 
hence ideas, beliefs and attitudes.

Rejecting Mono-Motive Theories

But then the basic reason why Smith, and indeed economic historians and 
economists in general, fails to find consumer behaviour problematic is his 
assumption that all economic conduct stems from a single universal motive. 
Unfortunately, as Parsons and Smelser pointed out, ‘the postulation of 
some single motivational entity as an explanation of all economic conduct’ 
is the ‘central fallacy in much economic thought’ and consequently ‘a main 
source of that discipline’s extensive deficiencies’.19 The crucial deficiency in 
this instance is the fact that if the motive that underlies human conduct is 
always and everywhere assumed to be the same, then motive itself neces-
sarily ceases to be an explanatory variable. What then naturally follows is 
that any significant change in behaviour is necessarily attributable to ‘exter-
nal factors’, ones that usually turn out to be material or structural in nature, 

  C. CAMPBELL



  11

such as the availability of funds, or the price of products, something that is 
usually revealed in the language employed. We can see this very clearly in 
the attempts by economic historians to explain the consumer revolution in 
eighteenth-century England, in their use of expressions such as ‘the 
increase in wealth enabled the trading classes to afford to imitate aristo-
cratic mode of dress’ (italics added), or ‘the increase in the supply of mar-
ket goods enabled the middle classes to indulge a whole range of wants and 
desires which had previous been frustrated’ (italics added).20

Such a choice of words is revealing for the way in which it allows the 
complex issue of motive to be sidestepped. It is noticeable that we are not 
told why ‘the trading classes’ would want ‘to imitate aristocratic mode of 
dress’ or indeed given any evidence to demonstrate that they deliberately 
used their wealth to achieve this end; equally the suggestion that the mid-
dle classes had previously experienced ‘frustration’ is an assumption. For 
the fact that people start buying goods that they hadn’t bought previously 
does not constitute evidence that these wants existed prior to the date of 
purchase. All one can know for sure is that these goods were wanted at the 
time of purchase. Anything else is speculation. Such interpretations of 
conduct as these phrases imply are externally imputed and largely unsub-
stantiated by evidence concerning what the people involved thought they 
were doing.

It naturally follows that one of the problems that proponents of mono-
causal theories of human conduct have to contend with is the need to 
explain—or perhaps one should say to explain away—the reasons that 
actors actually give for doing what they do. Given that these can vary con-
siderably, and frequently contradict the single motive attributed to them 
by the theorist, it is necessary for these accounts to be categorized as ‘jus-
tifications’, articulated for no other reason than to legitimize conduct that 
is presumed to be undertaken for quite other reasons.21 The effect of this 
stratagem is that such theorists necessarily end up advocating not one but 
two intimately related mono-causal theories of human conduct, with one 
motive proffered as an explanation for the conduct itself and another 
invoked to account for the explanations that actors provide for it. The 
end-result is a perspective that not only denies any role for the actual rea-
sons actors give for their conduct, but suggests that, since these are unre-
lated to the ‘real’ forces determining their actions, actors are necessarily 
either misguided or insincere. In the case of the thesis presented here this 
leads to the claim, actually advanced by some reviewers, that theological 
and philosophical arguments were seized upon by middle-class consumers 
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in eighteenth-century England in order to justify behaviour that they were 
engaged in for quite other reasons.

The inherent weakness of this theoretical schema is the fact that it 
involves accepting that actors do have a real need to justify their conduct. 
Yet given the primary assumption that all conduct is governed by material 
self-interest, it is hard to see where such a need might come from. For if 
all members of society are prompted to act, under all circumstances, by the 
same singular motive, why would there be any need for justifications? Yet 
by accepting that this need is real, such a theoretical perspective is forced 
to accept that there is a moral dimension to human conduct. In which case 
moral concerns can also serve as motives for action, with the consequence 
that material self-interest ceases to be the only determinant of conduct. 
Indeed it means that there is a real possibility that this motive might con-
strain, or even cancel out, a concern with material interests.

The importance of this observation is the way it suggests that the pro-
cesses of motivation and legitimation should be seen as inextricably inter-
twined. These are not two processes, separated in time, with conduct first 
motivated and then subsequently justified; but one process in which indi-
viduals formulate plans to engage in ‘justifiable actions’. It is this concern 
with legitimate conduct that is central to Weber’s account of the rise of 
capitalism and explains his focus on the question of how it was that indi-
viduals came to believe that they were right to see the making of money as 
their dominant purpose in life. Consequently, and following Weber’s lead 
but switching from the topic of production to that of consumption, this 
meant that my object of investigation had to be ‘those terms which appear 
to the actor to be adequate and legitimate grounds for conduct’.22

How Ideas Become a Force for Change

What seems to have prevented commentators from seeing the significant 
role that legitimate or justifiable conduct plays in the understanding of 
sociocultural change is the widespread prejudice against according any 
real role to ideas. Several reviewers belittled or even dismissed the argu-
ments advanced in the book on the grounds that it was ‘an essay in the 
history of ideas’ and consequently involved ‘a disregard for the realities of 
the material world’.23 In some ways this is a strange accusation to make 
about a book a good half of which is devoted to discussing consumption, 
an activity that one would have thought was very much a part of ‘the 
material world’, more especially given that much of this discussion makes 
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use of the distinctly behaviourist concept of stimulus-response. But pre-
sumably it was the second half of the book that this reviewer had in mind 
when making the contrast between ‘ideas’ and ‘the material world’.

Apart from the fact that it would have been more accurate to describe 
these chapters as containing a history of ideals rather than ideas, the sug-
gestion that ideas, especially when embodied in beliefs and attitudes, are 
somehow separated off from reality, effectively residing in some rarefied 
metaphysical realm, has to be regarded as distinctly odd. But then Weber 
himself said that modern man is not prepared to give ‘religious ideas a 
significance for culture and national character which they deserve’, and 
one could echo that sentiment today, the only modification necessary 
being the removal of the adjective ‘religious’.24

The truth is that ideas are clearly real if they are acted on, while the 
possibility that they may be false does not make them any less real. One 
may argue as to whether or not God exists, but the fact that millions of 
people round the world believe that he does is as much a part of reality as 
the churches, synagogues, mosques and temples in which they gather to 
worship him. Similarly, if we turn our attention to the topic of consump-
tion, it is hard to see why the consumer’s belief that purchasing a given 
product will bring satisfaction should have a different ontological status 
from the price at which it is offered for sale. Surely the truth is that indi-
viduals typically act for a reason, in the belief that something or other will 
result from their actions. To this extent one can say that most actions are 
embedded in a complex web of ideas and beliefs, both those that actors 
hold about themselves and those concerning the world around them.25

But then perhaps what these critics have in mind is the assumption that 
any such common-sense notions are unlikely to be connected with the 
abstruse ruminations of philosophers and theologians. In which case the 
grounds for rejecting the argument in favour of ideas playing a role in 
socio-economic change is less that ideas have no role in determining the 
nature of action as that these everyday ideas are far removed from the com-
plex and systematized reflections of professional thinkers. But a moment’s 
reflection reveals that this too is an untenable position, with the conduct 
of individuals in everyday life intimately tied to precisely those ideas, 
such as ‘virtue’, ‘integrity’, ‘taste’ and ‘beauty’, speculation concerning the 
nature of which is the stock-in-trade of such thinkers.26 For a society’s 
culture constitutes a system, such that there is an inevitable connection 
between ideas concerning the nature and content of ideals and the every-
day conduct of individuals, especially that between the idea of the good 
and actors’ belief that their conduct is justifiable, as outlined above.
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The Importance of the Concept of Character

If there is one concept, central to the argument advanced in The Romantic 
Ethic, to which I should have given greater prominence, it is that of char-
acter. But then the fact that few commentators seem to have grasped its 
crucial significance is probably as much due to its virtual absence from the 
sociological lexicon as my failure to flag it up more clearly. For this is not a 
concept that sociologists generally recognize, its only appearance in the 
discipline’s literature usually restricted to a reference to David Riesman’s 
1950s book, The Lonely Crowd and the idea of a changing US national 
character as indicated by the shift from inner-direction to other-direction.27 
What I had in mind was something different, something more akin to the 
system of action that is centred on the person and as such the corollary to 
the system of action that is centred on the role or status. Talcott Parsons 
had outlined something along these lines in the course of developing his 
theory of action but made what I consider the serious mistake of equating 
it with personality (perhaps due to the influence of the behaviourist Edward 
C. Tolman).28 However while one might regard the system of behaviour 
that centres on the person as constituting that individual’s personality, the 
system of action—understood as constituting the sum total of that per-
son’s conscious and deliberate conduct—should be seen as representing 
their character. The difference is crucial, as character is what individuals 
consciously strive to create out of the raw material of their personality. It is 
thus not equatable with the latter, as that term usually covers the sum of an 
individual’s psychic and behavioural characteristics. By contrast character is 
the entity imputed to underlie and explain all willed aspects of conduct and 
hence has an ethical quality not associated with personality. It is for this 
reason that we write character and not personality references.

In The Protestant Ethic Weber outlines how Puritanism was largely 
responsible for the modern idea that individuals should be expected to 
take responsibility for the construction of their own characters. As he 
explains, the ‘great historical significance’ of Christian asceticism was that 
it had developed ‘a systematic method of rational conduct with the pur-
pose of overcoming the status naturae, to free man from the power of 
irrational impulses and his dependence on the world and on nature. It 
attempted to subject man to the supremacy of a purposeful will, and bring 
his actions under constant self-control with a careful consideration of their 
ethical consequences’.29 And it was this tendency that Puritanism devel-
oped to an extreme degree, such that ‘[t]he Puritan … tried to enable a 

  C. CAMPBELL



  15

man to maintain and act upon his constant motives … against the emo-
tions. In this formal psychological sense of the term it tried to make him 
into a personality.’30

Leaving aside the somewhat misleading use of the English word ‘per-
sonality’, what Weber is outlining is the practice of individuals self-
consciously and deliberately attempting to make all their actions conform 
to a given pattern. In the case of the Puritan this meant, ‘the rational plan-
ning of the whole of one’s life in accordance with God’s will’,31 with the 
consequent imposition of a regime of ‘strictly regulated, reserved self-
control’, and the associated ‘destruction of spontaneous, impulsive enjoy-
ment’.32 It was this wholehearted assault on spontaneity and emotional 
expression that was such a crucial feature of Calvinism because it led 
directly to individuals gaining virtually full voluntary control over their 
conduct. Essentially, in this discussion, Weber is contrasting two different 
types of person, one traditional and one modern. The traditional person 
behaves impulsively and compulsively, acting ‘from nature’ as it were. The 
modern person, by contrast, acts ‘against nature’, imposing a willed 
self-control over his or her behaviour, thoughtfully guiding every action 
such that it is considered, meaningful and intended.

Crucially, this attempt to make one’s character conform to an ideal, no 
matter what the precise nature of the latter, necessarily requires the actor 
to undertake the same kind of constant scrutiny or supervision of conduct, 
checking inappropriate impulses and ensuring the execution of ethically 
approved actions.

Sadly, sociologists have largely neglected the importance of actions pat-
terned by individuals in conformity with an ideal of character in favour of 
those patterns required by social situations, thereby consistently elevating 
the significance of role and status over that of character when it comes to 
an understanding of conduct.

Character-Confirming Conduct: How Ideas Bring 
About Change

Weber was concerned to identify ‘the manner in which ideas become 
effective forces in history’ and proceeded to describe this as a process in 
which fundamental ideas concerning reality and truth determine the 
nature of the ideal of character that prevails among any given group of 
people, only for that ideal in turn to determine the form of conduct indi-
viduals need to engage in so as to demonstrate that they do indeed live up 
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to it.33 What followed from this is that different social groups, because of 
their different belief systems, have contrasting ideals of character and thus 
different forms of character-confirming conduct. Given that the examples 
he was concerned with were taken from an age when, as he put it, ‘the 
after-life was more important than … all the interests in life in this world’, 
this meant that the relevant systems of ideas were supernatural theodicies, 
together with their associated pastoral teachings, with the consequence 
that he examines the theological differences between the Calvinists, 
Pietists, Lutherans, Methodists and Baptist sects.34 He then focuses on the 
Calvinists and identifies their ideal of character as equivalent to being one 
of the elect. Although accepting that technically no-one  could know 
whether this applied to them or not, he notes how having the gift of grace 
effectively became regarded as a reliable indicator, with self-confident rest-
less, systematic work in a calling, the conduct most guaranteed to indicate 
one’s possession of this special gift.35 It is through a process such as this 
that it is possible for ideas, through their influence on the formulation of 
ideals of character, to have a direct effect on the actions of individuals, 
with character-confirming conduct the distinctive form that it takes.

Overcoming Tradition

This is not to suggest that all changes in conduct necessarily require 
changes in beliefs and values. But strongly contested ones certainly do: 
that is, those that challenge the established order. The reason that Weber 
attached such importance to character-confirming conduct, regarding it as 
crucial for an understanding of sociocultural change, is because it is neces-
sary if the entrenched force of tradition is to be overcome. He recognized 
that conduct that is morally censured or prohibited is not going to become 
morally acceptable, let alone valued, simply because economic circum-
stances change or because such conduct can be shown to be useful. If 
conduct that was considered unjustifiable in one period subsequently 
becomes regarded as justifiable, it must be because a new system of ideas 
has served to render it so. This was self-evidently the case with the emer-
gence of modern rational bourgeois capitalism and it is just as true in the 
case of modern consumerism. The Puritans did not recoil from the pur-
chase of luxuries because they couldn’t afford them, or because they 
couldn’t see how there might be any benefit to society from their sale. 
They eschewed such conduct because they regarded it as wrong. For this 
to change and such behaviour come to be regarded as justifiable, then 
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some new system of beliefs and associated values must have served to legiti-
mate it. It could not have happened simply because of innovations in pro-
duction methods, the spread of advertising or changes in fashion. It follows 
from this that change can only come about when the normative language 
itself changes and with it new forms of character-confirming conduct.

The Autonomous Consumer: Or Actors and Agents

My suspicion is that many of those who, like the anonymous reviewer 
quoted above, complained about my apparent neglect of material reality 
are not so much concerned about the contrast between explanations 
involving ‘material forces’ and those that attribute significance to ‘ideas’, 
as that between the model of human conduct that represents it as heavily 
constrained by external forces and that which presents the actor as free to 
engage in voluntaristic action. Indeed one not uncommon criticism of the 
thesis was that it accorded too much autonomy to the individual con-
sumer, and that terms like ‘modern autonomous’ or ‘self-illusory’ hedo-
nism necessarily implied ‘freedom from media power and social relations’.36 
But of course they don’t necessarily imply anything of the sort. To make 
this assumption is to confuse two very different interpretations of what is 
meant by autonomy, or to use a more appropriate term, agency.

Voluntarism implies that the actor can choose; that is to say, that the 
possibility of choice exists. It does not imply that actors will exercise that 
choice in any particular manner, or that they will be free from any power-
ful constraints or limitations on their choice. That sociologists have com-
monly made this equation is because they have tended to assume that 
evidence for the presence of voluntarism or autonomy was to be found in 
the content of the actions of individuals. But this is to make a category 
error, for these qualities relate to the possession of the power of agency, 
not to the nature of action; consequently the place to look for evidence of 
voluntarism and autonomy is in the manner through which actions are 
accomplished rather than their content.

Consequently what terms like ‘modern autonomous imaginative hedo-
nism’ and ‘self-illusory hedonism’ refer to is the ability of individuals to be 
modern actors, that is to say, to take control of their own behaviour and 
turn it into conscious, purposeful action, as outlined above. Something 
that, in the case of modern hedonists, means allowing themselves to be 
influenced by stimuli they conjure into being through the use of their 
imagination. It is this faculty that enables them to daydream, and hence 
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enjoy pleasurable experiences in imagination that they haven’t experienced 
in reality, a practice that generates a diffuse longing, while it is the pres-
ence of this longing that enables them to project desire on to novel prod-
ucts; products that otherwise, because of their strangeness, might have 
little appeal. All of which gives the consumer the ability to generate end-
less new wants, although it does not determine which, out of the many 
products offered for sale, they will end up wanting. Consequently none of 
this implies that consumers are unaffected by the media or their relation-
ships with others, nor does it mean, as one reviewer suggested, that my 
thesis implied ‘there is no need for an advertising industry’.37 Fundamentally 
autonomy in this sense simply implies freedom from impulsive or compul-
sive behaviour and as such refers to the extent to which the actor possesses 
self-determination. In that simple sense ‘modern autonomous’ or ‘self-
illusory’ hedonism is most certainly to do with ‘power’, given that, as 
Anthony Giddens expresses it, ‘the notion of “action” … is logically tied to 
that of power’.38 On the other hand possession of this power implies noth-
ing about the content of the resultant actions or their relationship to soci-
etal norms, cultural forces or the expectations of others.

It follows from this that being a modern actor is not the same as being 
a modern agent, for the latter term implies that one does possess the abil-
ity to act independently of the constraints imposed by the social structure 
or the expectations of others, something that is judged not by the degree 
to which one possesses the power to act, but rather by the nature and 
outcome of one’s actions. However, it is of course a crucial part of the 
overall thesis to suggest that the Romantics (or in Weber’s case the 
Puritans) were indeed autonomous in just this sense, which is to say that 
they did indeed act as agents of change, something they could not have 
done had they not been modern actors in the first place.

Being an agent implies that actors have the power to bring about struc-
tural change and here Weber’s prime example was the modern entrepre-
neur, for he was the person who had to confront ‘the most important 
opponent of the spirit of capitalism’, which Weber identified as ‘that type 
of attitude and reaction to new situations which we may designate as tra-
ditionalism’.39 This was the force, often manifest in ‘the stone wall of 
habit’,40 which had to be overcome if modern capitalist forms of enterprise 
were to emerge, and it was the ‘innovators’41—those men who embodied 
the ‘spirit of capitalism’—who broke with the ‘traditionalistic business’42 
of ‘putting out’ work for peasants to undertake in their own homes, and 
began the process of organizing workers into factories, while at the same 
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time cutting out the middlemen by taking their products directly to cus-
tomers.43 At the same time Weber also specifically observes that the new 
entrepreneurs did provoke a great deal of ‘mistrust … hatred … [and] 
moral indignation’, such that the new entrepreneur had to be ‘an unusu-
ally strong character’.44 While of course the action of breaking with tradi-
tion does rather logically imply that individuals are acting in a somewhat 
thoughtful and considered fashion rather than out of habit or impulse.

In my case it is the Romantics who are the people of strong character, 
similarly fighting against tradition, whether that was expressed as an aes-
thetic standard in the arts or in the norms and conventions governing 
conduct in everyday life, and who correspondingly—as with Weber’s 
entrepreneurs—encountered strong opposition. Consequently Boden and 
Williams would have been correct if they had suggested that I was claim-
ing that the Romantics’ actions (rather than modern consumers, as they 
suggest) were to a considerable extent “free[dom] from media power and 
social relation’.45 Essentially they fought to legitimate pleasure-seeking 
against both Stoic and Puritanical resistance. The two specific examples of 
this struggle that are referred to in the book concern the hostility expressed 
towards the novel and novel-reading, and that towards romantic love, 
especially when elevated to the status of the sole grounds for selecting a 
marriage partner.

Bringing Weber Up to Date

Some reviewers correctly noted that in writing The Romantic Ethic I was 
not just attempting to compliment Weber’s most famous essay—trying to 
do for the consumption side of the Industrial Revolution what he had 
done for the production side—but that I was also, in the process, updating 
his detailed historical analysis of the development of theodicies in the 
Western world, bringing it ‘into the modern period’, as Gordon Marshall 
expressed it.46 In fact the larger part of the book is devoted to the teasing 
out of different strands of Protestant theological and pastoral thought 
from those identified by Weber, emphasizing the importance attached to 
emotion and feeling in the cults of benevolence and melancholy, and then 
subsequently showing how these led on to sentimentalism and romanti-
cism. Unfortunately this feature of the work was rather overlooked by the 
majority of commentators who seemed more concerned with what I had 
to say about consumption than cultural change, a response that also had 
the effect of increasingly pushing me to engage with the emerging field of 
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