Landesbibliothek Oldenburg

Digitalisierung von Drucken

An Essay On The History Of Civil Society

Ferguson, Adam

London, 1767

Sect. II. Of Luxury.

urn:nbn:de:gbv:45:1-1517

Visual \\Llibrary



Sect. 2. Of Luxury. 375

R 1 O 11,

Of Luxury.

WE are far from being agreed on the application
of the term fJuxury, or on that degree of its
meaning which is confiftent with national profperity, or
with the moral retitude of our nature. Itis {fometimes em-
ployed to fignify a mannerof life which we think necellary
to civilization, and even to happinefs. It is, in our pane-
gyric of polifhed ages, the parent of arts, the fupport of
commerce, and the minifter of national greatnels, and
of opulence. Itis, in our cenfure of degenerate manners,
the fource of corruption, and the prefage of natioual
declenfion and ruin. Itis admired, and it is blamed ;
it is treated as ornamental and ufeful; and it 1s profcri-

bed as a vice.

Wit all this diverfity in our judgements, we are
generally uniform in employing the term to fignify that
complicated apparatus which mankind devife for the eafe
and convenience of life. Their buildings, furniture,
equipage, cloathing, train of domeftics, refinement of
the table, and, in general, all that alfemblage which is
rather intended to pleafe the fancy, than to obviate real
wants, and which 1s rather ornamental than ufeful.
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376 Of Luxury. Part V1.,

WHEN we are difpofed, therefore, under the appel-
lation of /uxury, to rank the enjoyment of theft things
among the vices, we either tacitly refer to the habits of
fenfuality, debauchery, prodigality, vanity, and arro-
gance, with which the poffeflion of high fortune is fome-
times attended; or we apprehend a certain meafure of
what is necellary to human life, beyond which all en-
joyments are fuppofed ro be exceflive and vicious. When,
on the contrary, luxury is made an article of national
luftre and felicity, we only think of it as an innocent
confequence of the unequal diftribution of wealth, and
as a method by which different ranks are rendered mu-
tually dependent, and mutually ufeful. The poor are
made to practife arts, and the rich to reward them. The
public itfelf is made a gainer by what feems to wafte its
ftock, and 1t receives a perpetual increafe of wealth,
from the influence of thofe growing appetites, and deli-
cate taftes,” which feem to menace confumption and

ruin.

It is certain, that we muft either, together with the
commercial arts, fuffer their fruits to be enjoyed, and e-
ven, in fome meafure, admired; or, like the Spartans,
prohibit the art itfelf, while we are afraid of its confe-
quences, or while we think that the conveniencies it
brings exceed what nature requires,

WE may propofe to ftop the advancement of arts at
any {tage of their progrefs, and ftill incur the cenfure of
luxury from thofe who have not advanced {fo far. The
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houfe-builder and the carpenter at Sparta were limited
to the ufe of the axe and the faw ; but a Spartan cottage
might have pafled for a palace in Thrace: and if the di{-
pute were to turn on the knowledge of what is phyfical-

ly neceflary to the prefervation of human life, as the

{tandard of what is morally lawful, the faculties of

phyfic, as well as of morality, would probably divide on
the fubjeét, and leave every individual, as at prefent,
to find fome rule for himfelf. The cafuift, for the
moft part, confiders the practice of his own age and
condition, as a ftandard [for mankind. If in one age
or condition, he condemn the ufe of a coach, in ano-
ther he would have no lefs cenfured the wearin g of thoes ;
and the very perfon who exclaims againft the firft, would
probably not have fpared the fecond, if it had not been
already familiar in ages before his own. A cenfor born
i a cottage, and accuftomed to fleep upon ftraw, does
not propofe that men fhould return to the woods and
the caves for fhelter ; he admits the reafonablenefs and
the utility of what is already familiar; and apprehends
an excels and corruption, only in the neweft refincment
of the rifing generation.

THE clergy of Europe have preached fucceflively a-
gainit every new fafhion, and every innovation in drefs,
The modes of youth are the fubjec of cenfure to the old;

and modes of the laft age, in their turn, are matter of

ridicule to the flippant, and the young. Of this there
1s not always a better account to be given, than that the
old are difpofed to be fevere, and the young to he

IeErry.

—
e

The

wd

1 MR
| AT

ol



378 Of Luxury. Part VI.

Tue argument againft many of the conveniencies
of |
being neceflary, was equally proper in the month of the
favage, who difluaded from the firft applications of in-
duftry, as it is in that of the moralift, who infifts on the
vanity of the laft. “ Our anceftors,” he might fay,
“ found their dwelling under this rock ; they gathered
“ their food in the foreft; they allayed their thirft from
the fountain; and they were clothed in the {poils of

life, drawn from the mere confideration of their not

{11
“ the beaft they had {lain. Why {hould we indulge a

“ falfedelicacy, orrequire from the earth fruits which the

“ is not accuftomed to yield ! The bow of our fathers is

“ already too ftrong for our arms ; and the wild beaft

“ begins to lord it in the woods.”

Trvus the moralift may have found, in the proceed-
ings of every age, thofe topics of blame, from which he
is fo much difpofed to arraign the manners of his own;
and our imbarraflment on the fubject, is, perhaps, buta
part of that general perplexity which we undergo, in
trying to define moral characters by external circumf{tan-
ces, which may, or may not, be attended with faults in
the mind and the heart. One man finds a vice in the
wearing of linen; another does not, unlefs the fabric
be fine : and if, mean-time, it be true, that a perfon may
be drefled in manufadture, either coarfe or fine; that he
may {lecp in the fields, or lodge in a palace; tread up-
on carpet, or plant his foot on the ground ; while the
mind either retains, or has loft, its penetration, and its
vigour, and the heart its affetion to mankind, it is vain,
ninder any fuch circumitance, to {ecek for the diftinétions

of
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of virtue and vice, or to tax the polithed citizen with
weaknefs for any part of his equipage, or for his wear-
ing a fur, perhaps, in which fome favage was drefled
before him. Vamity 1s not diftinguifhed by any pecu-
liar {pecies of drefs. It is betrayed by the Indian in
the phantaftic aflortments of his plumes, his fhells, his
party-coloured furs, and in the time he beftows at the
glafs and the toilet. Its projets in the woods and in
the town are the fame: in the one, it {feeks, with the vi-
fage bedaubed, and with teeth artificially ftained, for
that admiration, which it courts in the other with a
gilded equipage, and liveries of {late.

PoL1sHED nations, in their progrefs, often come to
furpafs the rude in moderation, and {everity of manners.
“ The Greeks,” fays Thucydides, “notlong ago, like bar-
“ barians, wore golden fpangles in the hair, and went

armed in times of peace.” Simplicity of drefs in this
people, became a mark of politenefs : and the mere ma-
terials with which the body is nourifhed or clothed, are
probably of little confequence to any people. We mulfl
look for the characters of men in the qualities of the
mind, not in the {pecies of their food, or in the
mode of their apparel. What are now the ornaments of
the grave, and {evere; what is owned to be a real con-
veniency, were once the fopperies of youth, or were de-
vifed to pleafe the effeminate. The new fafhion, indeed,
is often the mark of the coxcomb ; but we frequently

change our fafhions, without increafing the meafures of

our vanity or folly.
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280 Of Luxury. Part VL.

ARE the apprehenfions of the fevere, therefore, in e-
very age, equally groundlefs and unreafonable ! Are we
never to dread any error in the article of a refinement
beftowed on the means of {ubfiftence, or the convenien-
cies of life ? The faét is, that men are perpetually ex-
poled to the commiflion of error in this article, not
merely where they are accuftomed to high meafures of
accommodation, or to any particular {pecies of food, but
where-ever thefe objedls, in general, may come to be
preferred to friends, to a country, or to mankind ;
they actually commit fuch error, where-ever they admire
paultry diftinctions or frivolous advantages; where-ever
they fhrink from fmall inconveniencies, and are incapable
of difcharging their duty with vigour., The ufe of
morality on this {ubjec, is not to limit men to any
particular {pecies of lodging, diet, or cloaths; but
to prevent their confidering thefe conveniencies as
the principal objects of human life. And if we are
alked, Where the purfuit of trifling accommoda-
tions. {Thould ftop, in order that a man may devorte
himfelf entirely to the higher engagements of life:
we may anfwer, That it {hould ftop where it is. This
was the rule followed at Sparta : The objeé of the rule
was, to preferve the heart entire for the public, and to
occupy men 1n cultivating their own nature, not in ac-
cumulating wealth, and external conveniencies. It was
not expected otherwife, that the axe or the faw thould be
attended with greater political advantage, than the plane
and the chifel. When Cato walked the fireets of Rome
without his robe, and without thoes, heldid fo, moft
probably, in contempt of what his countrymen were {0

prone
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prone to admire ; not in hopes of finding a virtue in one
{pecies of drefs, or a vice in another,

Luxury, therefore, confidered as a predilection in fa-
vour of the objeéts of vanity, and the coflly materials
of pleafure, is ruinous to the human characler; con-
fidered as the mere ufe of accommodations and conveni~
encies which the age has procured, rather depends on
the progrefs which the mechanical arts have made, and
onthe degreein which the fortunes of men are unequally
parcelled, than on the difpofitions of particular men ci-
ther to vice or to virtue.

DirrERENT meafures of luxury are, however, va-
rioufly fuited to different conflitutions of government.
The advancement of arts fuppofes an unequal diftribu-
tion of fortune; and the means of diftinction they bring,
ferve to render the feparation of ranks more fenfible.
Luxury is, upon this account, apart from all its moral
effe@ts, adverfe to the form of democratical government;
and in any ftate of fociety, can be fafely admitted in that
degree only in which the members of the community
are {uppofed of unequal rank, and conftitute public or-
der by means of a regular fubordination. High degrees
of it appear {alutary, and even neceflary, in monarchical
and mixed governments ; where, befides the encourage-
ment to arts and commerce, it ferves to give luftre to
thofe hereditary or conflitutional dignities which have
a place of importance in the political fyftem. Whether
even here luxury leads to abufe peculiar to ages of high

refinement
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