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History, Consumption & Inequality 
 
Thursday, 6 June 2013, Magdalene College, Cambridge 
Cripps Building, Seminar Room 2 
A workshop organized by the Research Network on Inequality, Social Science & History 
http://www.histecon.magd.cam.ac.uk/inequality/index.html  
 
Programme: 
 
9.45 – Introduction: Pedro Ramos Pinto (Manchester) 
 
10.00 – Rethinking Consumption and Inequality 
 
Luxury Fever Revisited: Has Consumption Promoted Inequality? A Fresh 

Look at an Old Idea 
Frank Trentmann (Birkbeck and Manchester) 

 
Reflections On Social Distinction Theories And Historical Research  

Jean-Pascal Daloz (Strasbourg) 
 
11.30 – Coffee Break 
 
11.45 – Charity & Consumption 
 
Charitable Consumption: Empowerment and the Purchase of Compassion 

Julie-Marie Strange, Bertrand Taithe and Sarah Roddy (Manchester) 
 
Just Giving: The Logic Of Political Activism In An Age Of Affluence 

Matthew Hilton (Birmingham) 
 
12.45– Lunch 
 
14.00 – Consuming Unequally 
 
Educating our Masters 

Patrick Joyce (Edinburgh and Manchester) 
 
Valuing Tea In The Early Modern Southern Netherlands 

Wouter Ryckbosch (Vrije Universiteit Brussel) 
 
15.15 – Coffee 
 
15.30 – Regulating Entitlements 
 
Legitimate Needs: Negotiating Consumer’s Utility In France (1850-1912) 

Emmanuelle Chapin (Cardiff) 
 
Unequal Endowments:  Comparative Vs. Absolute Equality At The League Of Nations  

Carolyn Biltoft (Max Planck, Cologne) 
 
16.30 – Round-up Discussion 
 
17.00 – Close 
 
19.00 – Dinner  
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Some limited places remain to attend the workshop – if you would like to book a place, please 
email pedro.ramospinto@manchester.ac.uk  
 
Background 
 
In recent decades, consumption has emerged as one of the most innovative perspectives in the 
discipline of history, combining cultural, social and economic approaches, as well as 
successfully engaging with multiple fields in the social sciences, including social psychology, 
sociology and economics. A significant body of research in the history of consumption has 
focused on tracing the development and genealogy of consumer societies and historicizing 
contemporary practices and socio-economic structures. More recently, inequality has also re-
emerged as a major issue of debate and research and Historians have long been involved in 
exploring the historical dynamics of differentials of power, status and income, even as part of 
the cultural turn in the humanities.  
 
The aim of this workshop is to explore connections between these two perspectives in ways that 
reveal new questions and hypotheses about the genealogy of contemporary inequalities, 
highlight the role of material culture and cultures of consumptions as key factors in the 
construction of social boundaries, but also in how they are challenged and transformed. 
 
Historians and historically minded social scientists, inspired by Veblen or Bourdieu, have 
explored the links between consumption and inequality from the perspective of its symbolic 
function, seeking to understand consumption as a means of social differentiation. There remain, 
however, much broader issues to explore in the relationship between consumption as a form of 
human action and inequality as a consequence of human interaction (and a conditionant of 
such exchanges). This workshop will bring together historians and social scientists developing 
new questions and approaches in these areas. 
  
 
The Organisers 
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The Research Network on Inequality, Social Science & History is funded by the Arts & 
Humanities Research Council to bring together innovative historians and social scientists 
interested in (a) debating how the historical and social sciences can share ideas and develop 
new methodologies to approach the question of inequality over time, and; (b) developing and 
sharing groundbreaking work on inequality in historical perspective not just across disciplinary 
boundaries, but also beyond academia, seeking to contribute historical depth to contemporary 
debates. The Network is a collaboration between the Centre for Research on Socio-Cultural 
Change at Manchester and the Centre for History & Economics at Cambridge and is run by a 
team of co-directors, Pedro Ramos Pinto (Manchester) and William O’Reilly (Cambridge), and 
an advisory board chaired by Patrick Joyce (Edinburgh). 
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