`Credit, debt and guilt: cultural and moral obstacles to the development of consumer society’: Sean O’Connell (University of Ulster)

Introduction

In 1969 a survey for the Crowther Committee on Consumer Credit found that the vast majority of British consumers still thought that credit was wrong in principle.1 It was not until 1979 that the Office of Fair Trading, found `a substantial change in the public's attitude towards credit'. At this point a majority accepted its use in purchasing consumer goods.2 Clearly the history of consumer credit is a chequered one that requires teasing out.

This is a speculative paper.  It is an attempt to investigate the stigma and guilt that surrounded so many aspects of instalment sales in an era of rapid consumer development. Its aim is to begin the exploration of an historical enigma.  If you like, this represents a deposit on an answer to this question and you will have to accept the promise to meet the remaining instalments in due course.  It focuses on the UK in the period from the late nineteenth century through to the late 1930s: an interval during which concern about credit and debt was marked by a number of legislative measures on pawnbroking, moneylending, hire purchase, bankruptcy, and imprisonment for debt.3  It was a period of rising real incomes that benefited many sectors of society with one result being the increasing interest in the proliferating numbers of consumer goods.  Importantly, the ownership of many of these products such as bicycles, pianos, watches, was financed via various forms of credit. 

The increasing number of historians who have sought to explain the nature of consumer society have acknowledged the essential role of credit.  Thus for Peter Stearns or John Benson consumer societies are those in which choice and credit are widely available; social value is defined in terms of purchasing power and material possessions; and there is a desire for novelty, modernity and fashion.4  The mechanisms through which most of these prerequisites were achieved have been probed. Phenomena such as department stores, motor cars, women’s magazines, and men’s magazines, have all attracted historical attention.5  Each of these represents glamorous material artefacts that provide historians with accessible clues to the mental worlds of the consumers who made use of them.  In contrast, as Lendol Calder has noted, the `material culture of consumer credit seems utterly mundane.’6  However, in terms of the amount of controversy consumer credit generated it is clearly one of the most important issues for historians and provides a key perspective from which to view the progression of the consumerism story.

Select a historical period and place, any period, any place, and there are examples to demonstrate how consumerism has acted to both orientate and confuse social relations.7  The development of large-scale commercialised consumer credit, allowing people to buy products in advance of income, represented the most significant historical example of this phenomenon.  However, the use of consumer credit did not simply carry with it a potential challenge to social hierarchy.  It also, of course, transgressed in terms of traditional moral and religious norms.  Thus for many individuals, credit or its partner in crime – debt – were not simply economic concepts but represented a moral state. The social depth and historical longevity of this view should not be underestimated.  In 1831 William Cobbett in Advice to Young Men argued that credit buying hid the `proper value’ of money and cited the favourite text of Protestant ministers on debt – St Paul: `Owe no man anything’ .8  In 1875 Samuel Smiles in Thrift opined that `The existing recklessness of running into debt saps the public morals, and spreads misery throughout the middle and upper classes of society.  The tone of morality has sunk, and it will be long before it is fairly recovered again.’9 Coming from a very different spot on the political compass, many in the co-operative movement provided regular criticism of consumer credit.  They fought a losing battle against its introduction in the movement’s stores.10 In the 1990s historian Judy Giles, conducting interviews with working class women who had married in the 1930s, discovered that they constructed a narrative of the past in which thrift was valued and indebtedness derided.  The former was associated with mature femininity and good household management, the latter with immaturity and irresponsibility.11 

Yet credit became increasingly necessary for all social groups.  How was the conflict reconciled?  What did the moral topography of credit, debt and money look like in Britain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries?  In focusing on this question it is crucial to examine the tensions between traditional morality and desire, between respectability and status that lay behind choices over the use of particular forms of credit. It will be seen that social actors differentially perceived distinct channels of credit and various consumer goods dependent on factors such as class, gender and family lore.  Thus the recourse to credit by individuals was socially determined and not simply income dependent.

Importantly, what is required to probe this issue is an approach which examines quite disparate social groups and distinct retail markets. It will be seen that attitudes towards, and knowledge of, consumer credit were heavily influenced by legal and moral arguments about the extension of credit amongst working class and female consumers.  A moral economy of consumer credit emerged that shadowed, and frequently conflicted with, the free market economy that business believed itself to operate in.

Consumerism, Credit and the County Courts

The county courts were established in 1847 to deal with the recovery of small debts (those under £20 to 1850, £50 to 1902 and £100 thereafter).  By the start of the twentieth century an enormous number of cases - 1.4m in 1904 – were heard annually.  The average recovery of debt sought was £3.12 All the historical evidence suggests that non-payment of debts generally arose as the result of unemployment, sickness or some other form of familial or personal economic misfortune.  Paul Johnson has gone so far as to suggest that the county court records could be used as an indicator of regional levels of economic distress.13  His argument gathers credibility when read alongside Melanie Tebbutt’s discovery of reported low levels of bad debt during World War One: the result of low unemployment and boosted working class earnings.14  Along with numerous other historians, Johnson and Tebbutt have indicated the extent to which the working class family made use of numerous forms of credit, which were a necessity in a low wage economy. As the controller of the family purse strings the working class wife was central to these transactions. Therein lay a problem for all concerned in these transactions when they were legally probed in the nation’s network of County Courts. Various historians have indicated the extent to which the County Courts became an arena in which a paternalistic critique of female and working class consumption emerged. A major problem developed through the ambivalent legal position of a married woman and her ability to enter credit agreements on behalf of her husband.  The Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882, together with legal precedence established in the County Courts recognised married women as property owners without making them fully liable for the debts they inccurred.15  In practice courtroom uncertainty focused on whether or not a husband was aware that his wife had acquired credit and secondly on whether or not the goods bought were a `luxury’ or a `necessity’ that was appropriate to the individual’s social station. The courts also regularly focused on the dangers of unregulated commercial activity, alongside the follies of working class consumer aspiration, particularly that of females.  As such, they provided a fountain of melodramatic vignettes that were relayed to the readers of the local and national press.  Writing in 1898 Judge Parry, of the Manchester and Salford County Court, reported that media coverage of these courts left readers with the mistaken belief that his job was `very amusing’.
 The plot of these narratives generally centred upon themes such as the definition of luxury goods, as opposed to necessities, and the threat posed to the domestic and economic tranquillity of the working class marriage by unregulated commercialisation.  Let us briefly examine these discourses and how they became embedded in popular thought.

Nineteenth and early twentieth century critics of consumerism focused on luxury products.  Thorstein Veblen’s conspicuous consumers were purchasers of fur coats and motor cars.17 Examining the situation in the USA, Lendol Calder argues that some debts were justified by their being assigned necessity rather than luxury status.18  As the nineteenth century wore on consumers convinced themselves that the piano, for example, was in this category.  The precise purpose and cost of each consumer item plus the social position of the individual family must have been a consideration in millions of consumer decisions.  Hire purchase, which was particularly associated with the diffusion of the sewing machine and the piano, allowed families to take up a level of consumption that was well in excess of their cash-buying capabilities. However, securing goods in this fashion could still run the risk of opprobrious comment. Writing in 1881, F.J. Crowest, author of Phases of Musical England, did not find himself in tune with those retailing pianos on the hire purchase system.  He argued that they flattered themselves that `they are doing humanity and the state a service in furnishing means whereby the working classes may provide themselves with pianofortes, just as’, he added abrasively, `the pioneers of cheap literature have rendered invaluable aid in educating the masses.’  It was `so baneful and so reprehensible – and yet unfortunately not illegal – a system of trading.’19 

Of course in the popular imagination women were perceived to be at the heart of conspicuous consumption.  The rise of separate spheres ideology and onset of industrialisation, suburbanisation and associated developments produced a Mr Breadwinner/Mrs Consumer dichotomy in popular consciousness.20  Not only was the role of consumption tasked to women but they were also identified as powerful and dominant figures in the process.  In reality the female consumer’s position of  `power’ was extremely ambivalent. As we have seen English common law prevented the married woman from entering into credit contracts for luxury goods without her spouse’s permission. She was, however, legally entitled to pledge her husband’s credit to purchase goods deemed `necessary’ or `suitable to his own station in life’.21  The focus of county court critiques of the dangers of consumerism was frequently the tallymen or credit drapers (or scotch drapers) who supplied material and clothing to working class families.  These groups have been described as `fringe capitalists’ and, as such, were an easy target for county court judges.22  Their point of contact was with the working class women who, almost without exception, managed the family’s budget.  For many judges providing credit to working class women was a lamentable practice.  Newspapers echoed this view and in 1898 the Credit Drapers’ Gazette noted that reports of county court cases involving those in their trade `imply that the Credit Drapers are a sort of sexual reversal of the Sirenes, who as our classical friends will remember, used to first charm innocent mariners by their sweet songs, and then lure them to destruction.’23 Many a tallyman or credit draper found the morality of his business lambasted on the grounds that they had talked working class wives into debt without their husband’s knowledge.  Also in 1898 one County Court judge described how `Scotch Drapers went from house to house and saw the wives, whereas if a man was an honest tradesmen he should not book debts to the husband at all, unless he got orders from him.’24  Margot Finn’s analysis of many of these court cases argues that their `hostility to credit drapers was matched by an indulgent condescension for the foibles of the working class consumers in their district.’  However, she also records a colourful example when Judge Samuel Prentice, of Bow County Court, unwittingly revealed middle class fears about the credit system’s ability to smudge sartorial and class boundaries.  In 1884 he observed how one credit draper had sold a shawl `at 12s. 6d., fit for my wife to wear, to a woman whom I would not pick up off a dung-hill.’25 

Finn estimates that one-third of plaints in some courts were from credit traders.26  Grocers and other local shopkeepers were petitioners as regularly but they did not receive the levels of publicity associated with credit drapers. Once again, the line between a luxury and a necessity was a fine one and judges appear to have been frequently keen to intervene to determine it.  The fact that many credit drapers penetrated the working class home during working hours, to carry out their commercial seduction of female consumers, also scandalised judicial morality and, no doubt, caught the attentions of the casual newspaper reader.  The worst fears of some seemed to be compounded by testimony such as that reported by Judge Parry who reported that a poor woman once told him that a scotch draper had said to her “If I canna 'ave yer brass I'll take yer body”. However, Parry, like many of his colleagues also lay blame on young wives who he believed to be `an easy prey for the travelling draper’ and he cited a colleague’s view of many working class love matches: `[t]hey marry on credit to repent on Judgement Summonses'.27 By framing maxims such as this County Court judges became vocal and influential participants in the construction of a moral economy surrounding working class consumer credit. 

Finn has argued that some working class consumers were also knowing actors in this process.  Thus tales of tallymen and others as smooth talking, bamboozling Romeos emerged in court as husbands denied liability for their spouse’s purchases.  Finn argues that they used a melodramatic language that `allowed the weak to speak out and gain agency in their own defence’.28  Parry and, presumably, many other judges were also aware of the use of theatrical tactics.  He recorded the regular appearance of debtors’ wives in courts, complete with babes in arms, as an act designed to illustrate to him the potential consequences of harsh penal or financial punishment.  Thus although many consumers were depicted as economic innocents in court, some at least, were active participants in constructing a modern moral economy centred upon consumer goods.  If Finn is right this is certainly a subtle approach and one that was clearly more successful than the more traditional violent approach to the moral economy that was still assayed by some working class consumers.  One late nineteenth century `piano enquiry agent’ who repossessed an average of 300 instruments a year, from customers who had fallen behind on their instalments, reported resistance to his task that, on one occasion, took the form of a one hour-long pitched battle.29 

I think the jury is still out on this aspect of Finn’s work. The extent of the consumer strategies she implies will be difficult, if not impossible to prove.  Significantly only a small proportion of debtors came to court to defend themselves. An analysis of one of the few surviving sets of County Court records suggests that cases took an average of forty-five seconds, because defendants were rarely present or represented.30  This factor is one reason why few plaints before the County Courts failed.  In many cases this must have frustrated those county court judges who were prevented from ruminating on the inequities of working class consumer credit.  Thus Finn’s reading of County Court rhetoric is based on the small minority of cases that were contested.  It is also based on the even smaller number of cases that gave rise to commentary in the newspapers or trade papers that she has studied. 

But the significant outcome that is to be raised in this paper is that the stigma attached to consumer credit was prolonged and intensified by the regular reporting of what were, in all likelihood, unrepresentative cases.  This had consequences for consumers, retailers and legislators.  The credit trade made persistent efforts to improve its image, but was compounded by the paternalistic antagonism of the judges.  They not only critiqued `inappropriate’ plebeian consumption but also undermined the free market of goods in this area by offering their own conception of a moral economy.  In the process consumer credit became a matter of comedy, opprobrium and serious social concern. 

Consumer and retailer reactions

The development of a moral economy around consumer credit led to a number of important developments. There is not room to discuss each of these herein.  Instead two of the telling developments will be examined. On a very basic level an analysis of the nomenclature of some of the largest companies involved in consumer credit proves to be revealing.  It provides evidence of the existence of a linguistic struggle centred upon moral - and racialised - discourses on credit and debt. It also demonstrates the extent to which credit providing companies were wary of their status as fringe capitalists, widely perceived as operating on the frontiers of business respectability,  and potentially vulnerable when viewed from the dominant bourgeois anglocentric and paternalistic mores expressed by County Court judges, the press and legislators.  The selection of a company name was clearly a fraught one and those chosen focus attention on the fact that credit providers had been forced onto a defensive footing. Thus there were check traders such as The Practical Clothing and Supply Company or The Provident Clothing and Supply Company, who with a turnover of £1m by 1910 described itself as "foreseeing, thrifty, economical”.31  From the 1880s these companies provided working class consumers with shopping checks that could be redeemed with retailers for goods such as clothing, drapery, boots and shoes, or even false teeth.  The customer was charged 1s in the £ interest and paid the check traders via twenty weekly instalments.  The retailers involved in these schemes paid a discount of between 12 and 17% to the check trading company concerned.  It was a system that proved popular with working class consumers for much of the twentieth century but inevitably was critiqued in the courts. In 1910, for example, one judge asked why The Provident wasn’t called `The Improvident’.32 

The initial growth of credit-based mail order retailing in the UK occurred in the same period as that of the check traders.  Both reflected the growth of a working class consumer market that was dependent on instalment purchasing.  In mail order retailing we find the Anglo-Italian Fattorini family renaming their catalogue company Empire Stores in 1909 at a time of increasing credit business. By the 1930s the major competitors in the mail order market were the Jewish owned Great Universal Stores and its great rival Littlewoods Mail Order Stores.  The latter’s owner, John Moores, noticeably appeared in the introduction to each of his company’s catalogues extolling a folksy British economic nationalism.  It is hard to resist the conclusion that he did so in the knowledge that Isaac Wolfson, his Jewish contemporary at G.U.S, could not do replicate this marketing ploy, given the stereotypical association between anti-Semitism and credit. Wolfson did respond linguistically, however, introducing a new catalogue, John England one year after the launch of the Littlewoods Mail Order Stores catalogue in 1932.33
However, it was hire purchase that was the most significant form of consumer credit in the early twentieth century and it will, therefore, be the focus of the remainder of this discussion. Hire purchase was central to the diffusion of an array of consumer goods and, importantly, it was used increasingly by the middle classes. Instalment credit worked its way up the class structure with interesting economic and social consequences.  Hire purchase was developed as a means through which to market medium to high cost consumer items. The tensions between popular beliefs and concerns about hire purchase and its actual usage will be explored.  It will be suggested that the moral economy of consumer credit, which the county courts were central in forming, was important because it reinforced the moral and social uncertainties surrounding consumer credit.

In the early twentieth century the use of hire purchase rose more than twenty-fold.  By the late 1930s it was believed to be responsible for 3.5% of all retail sales and about 2.5% of total personal expenditure.34 The number of agreements – 24 million in 1936 – indicate that it was important for many relatively modest purchases.35  Thus it financed such expensive items as the car, but importantly, it still underpinned the consumer aspirations of low income consumers and the less savoury consequences of this economic activity continued to loom large.  The popular image of tallymen and credit drapers evolved to embrace the hire purchase trader. For example, in that brilliant and insightful novel of working class life The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists we meet Jeremiah Didlum who sheds crocodile tears on repossessing and re-selling the furniture of a newly married couple who have been hit by the vagaries of the trade cycle.36  This aspect of hire purchase was known as the `snatch back’ and it was frequently alleged that unscrupulous traders deliberately provided items to low income consumers on hire purchase in the expectation that they would be able to recover them and sell them on once more.   Thus hire purchase replaced the credit drapery or tally trade in the County Courts as the subject of regular judicial criticism.  In 1936 one judge claimed that only 1 in 20 hire purchase agreements `may be useful’, the others were `a fraud upon the public’.37 Once again, it is not possible to clarify such grandiose judicial claims, but it is clear that millions of consumers were making use of hire purchase to dress their bodies and furnish their homes.  In 1938 legislation was passed to regulate the trade with the assistance and co-operation of The Hire Purchase Trade Association who liased extensively with the MP Ellen Wilkinson in drawing up this legislation.  The Association was patently keen to clean up the image of its form of credit, which had been damaged by a minority of traders who were prepared to cynically exploit working class consumers.  However, the language of much of the debate surrounding the Hire Purchases Bill’s introduction was extremely damning for hire purchase in general.  The Bill’s seconder described the system as one for people `who are at times financially embarrassed’ and portrayed five million families as being `in the clutches of this system for furniture and clothing alone’.38  All of this negative publicity increased the stigma attached to hire purchase, despite the fact that its use was becoming a virtual necessity for any family seeking to keep up with the Jones or take part in the pleasures of consumer society.  

In a telling turn of phrase Peter Scott has suggested that a `nexus of status and shame governed consumer perceptions of the system’.39   The clearest manifestation of this was the delivery of goods bought by hire purchase in unmarked vans.40  This, and many other perceived faults of the system, was nicely conjured up in a music hall ditty about a chain store that made publicised use of hire purchase. It is tempting to imagine it played con brio on one of the cheap pianofortes lambasted by our friend F.J. Crowest.

The Drage Way (c. 1930)

I’ve only just got married and I’m on the rocks and broke.

He said, “Don’t let that worry you, why money is a joke!

Why, we only run our business to oblige you sort of folk,

And we always lay your lino on the floor!”

“But Mr Drage,” my Missus said, “Our neighbour knows we’re new,

And when they see your van, they’re bound to say a thing or two.”

He said “They won’t: we send it round in vans as plain as you,

And we always lay your lino on the floor!”

So five hundred pounds in furniture, she spent did my Old Dutch;

“What deposit, Mr Drage” said I “would you require for such?”

He simply smiled, and said “Would two and sixpence be too much?

And we always lay your lino on the floor!”

I said “That’s very generous, but no reference I’ve got.”

He said “We do not want them, they’re a lot of tommy-rot.

Why you needn’t give your name, if you would rather not,

And we’ll always lay your lino on the floor!”

“Well thank you Mr Drage,” I said, “you’ve really been most kind,

But what about the payments?”  He said, “That’s as your inclined.

Pay half a crown a week, and if you can’t, well never mind –

For we’ll always lay your lino on the floor!”41 
Other retailers, such as Lewis’s in Manchester took advantage of hire purchase’s uncomfortable position to advertise itself as a store for people `who pay as they go’.42 In effect a cultural lag existed that limited the economic impact of instalment sales, particularly in the vital middle class market.  In response a campaign to promote hire purchase, addressing moral and social qualms was necessary.  Many advertisers and retailers did not take on this task, no doubt through fear of alienating potential customers by identifying themselves too publicly with hire purchase.  However, Lord Beaverbrook, the Canadian-born press baron, used the Daily Express to offer a polemic on behalf of hire purchase in 1928:

What is the reason, then, that the British public is slow to adopt a plan which the

American finds so useful and attractive?  Apart from an innate conservatism of 

temperament, this reluctance seems to be based on the idea that purchase by 

instalments is not quite respectable.  It is connected in many peoples' minds with 

agents peddling sewing machines to servants at the side or back door.  Reinforcing 

this idea is the notion that to purchase on credit implies something wrong with one's 

financial status, whereas actually, of course, it implies the exact opposite.43 

All of this is very suggestive of perceptions of consumer credit.  What can be said about the impact of such conceptions on its use?  The instalment plan was to mass consumerism what the moving assembly line was to mass production. But just as workers (and managers) had complex reasons to resist elements of the modern production process, perhaps consumers and retailers had reason to resist elements of consumer credit.  This theory can be examined by focusing on the premier consumer item of this period – the car.  Private cars were owned by approximately one in five British families by 1939, with anything up to 70% of purchases being through hire purchase.44 It is surprising, therefore, to find that a sample of car manufacturers' advertisements placed in the magazines Autocar and Motor between 1919 and 1938 indicated that hire purchase facilities were mentioned in only 4 per cent of advertisements.45  Even then, references to instalment payment plans were often tucked away in the small print of the copy.  This suggests that manufacturers did not view hire purchase as a selling point that should lead advertising campaigns.  A statement made in the car dealer’s magazine Motor Trader, during 1936, by the chairman of a leading hire purchase provider, the Motor Finance Corporation, reinforces this impression.  He said `So far as I am aware, no manufacturer and no dealer has, as yet, attempted to use hire purchase facilities as an advertising stunt to sell his vehicles to the public.' 46  The roots of this policy appear to stem from a widespread conception amongst marketing and retailing professionals that instalment sales required very careful handling.  One textbook on direct marketing, published in 1931 went so far as to suggest that the issue of `deferred terms’ was on a par with `intimate personal hygiene’ in terms of the requirement for delicacy.47 Notwithstanding the increasing numbers of car buyers who made use of what were quaintly dubbed `out of income systems,' it was done with great discretion, as was recalled by Graham Robson:

Although there was a good deal of hire purchase activity, even at the beginning of 

the 1930's, it was always a rather hole-in-the corner and furtive way of raising the 

money. Somehow (and such were the fiscal standards of the day) hire purchase 

was always considered to be a `not quite nice' way of financing one's purchase 

and it was never talked about.48 

Discussion of hire purchase was also something of a rarity in motoring magazines. In the interwar years, the leading magazine of the genre produced only one small article that directly referred to hire purchase. This short article was hidden away at the back of a 1937 edition of Autocar and it described hire purchase as a `little known side of the automobile industry.'49  Thus the policy of the magazine’s editorial staff appears to have mirrored that of retailers and marketing experts.  Their conservative approach to hire purchase also appears to have reflected the relationship between many middle class motorists and instalment buying. Motorists appear to have taken great care to conceal their use of hire purchase.  In 1924 the Garage and Motor Agent reported that motorists using instalment plans were `shy of putting their orders in the hands of local agents'. London car showrooms were popular for this reason, because the capital city offered `the privacy the provincial purchasers feel is there when far from their homes'.  The article concluded by suggesting that the `shame' attached to hire purchase would pass in time.  Until it did dealers were advised to cultivate the `utmost security and secrecy', when proceeding with this aspect of their trade.  In particular it suggested that details of hire purchase schemes should only be placed in the footnotes of trader's advertising.  To do otherwise would jeopardise business with cash customers.50  Eleven years later the same magazine was still writing of the `old-fashioned but powerful prejudice against hire purchase on the part of the very class of people who are most justified in employing it'.  Again the popularity of London motor marts was mentioned, as were those of provincial centres which could also offer the `hire-purchaser the impersonality and privacy that belong to crowds.'51
An ethnographic study of 76 members of interwar car-owning families provides further collaboration of the cloak and dagger approach to hire purchase that is revealed by this case study of the car market. One respondent said:

I can safely say that my father would not buy anything - much less a luxury such 

as a car - without first having the money to pay for it, and this was true of the 

great majority of people in those days.  The pleasure of possessing a car was the 

thought that they really owned it.  If you had reached the status of being a car 

owner it was taken as an indication that your business was successful, and how 

successful, by the grade of car.  This theory was absolutely foolproof.52
Clearly it was not: as is demonstrated by the estimated figures for hire purchase sales of private cars.  The recurring use of  `luxury’ is also interesting in this quotation, serving as a further reminder of lingering qualms about the use of credit for items that could be ascribed to this category. 

There is no doubt that the extension of hire purchase facilities was extremely important in the growth of car ownership in interwar Britain.  Motorists clearly made use of hire purchase in significant numbers: ownership was unobtainable for most by any other means.  They were not, however, keen to acknowledge the instalment system’s role in their route to motorization.  If any car manufacturer or dealer had taken the initiative to aggressively market hire purchase as a means through which to attract business they would have risked losing sales to those who were anxious to distance themselves from the stigma of credit and debt.  In 1934 Motor Trader accepted this much, citing trader reluctance for the absence of any such campaign.53  By failing to publicise and legitimise credit amongst their middle class clientele motor manufacturers and dealers may have contributed to a cultural lag that inadvertently placed a check on the growth of car ownership. This is not the simplistic speculation of the social historian; analysis of a more materialistic nature supports the case that is made above. By the end of the 1930s, to the surprise of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, an estimated 500,000 potential British car owners had not joined the great car owning democracy.  Econometric analysis suggests lower than anticipated ownership levels in counties with large lower middle class populations.54 Does this indicate that the social as well as the financial costs of hire purchase were highest amongst these marginal social groups?  This is an important question because the lower middle classes, juxtaposed as they were between the manual and professional classes and, it is thought, beset by status insecurities, are often depicted as having been the shock troops of faddish consumerism.55  The evidence presented here suggests that the tensions produced by this triadic socio-economic relationship placed a brake on aspects of consumer activity as well as driving it forward in other respects. 

Conclusion

Without probing the unglamorous role of consumer credit and its extension to varying social groups, for necessities as well as the new consumer goods, we run the risk of failing to capture the richness and complexity of a system that greased the wheels of an evolving consumer society.  We should be aware of the existence of powerful cultural and moral obstacles to the development of the free market in consumer goods, with potential for significant consequences for economic development. The evidence presented above would suggest that quite segregated markets had influences on each other with a striking degree of longevity.  However, much greater analysis of the moral topography of credit is required.  The influence of this topography on the shaping of legislative and commercial reactions also requires further probing.  In the words of Victoria de Grazia the problem faced when addressing the history of consumerism is one of relating `meaning and metaphor to social change’ and investigating the `often elusive linkages between discursive practices and social, political and economic structures’.56 This analysis of the development of consumer credit in Britain between 1880 and 1939 has gone some way towards accommodating de Grazia’s suggested approach.  As a result a number of important observations can be made.  

Assessing the role of credit in working class life, Paul Johnson has argued that the moral and cultural uncertainties associated with particular forms of credit were partly dependent on the status of the products that were purchased through them.  Thus the distinction was not to be found between those who did or did not use credit, but between families who used it to buy `luxury' goods and others who used it to `fill their bellies and cover their nakedness.'57  This would have created a hierarchy of credit channels and goods in working class communities, with, for example, the piano bought through hire purchase being perceived more positively than the boots bought through a moneylender’s loan.  However, our study of middle class uses of hire purchase suggests it proved to be a form of credit marked by a very fluid and possibly unique status. Whilst it was used to acquire prestigious luxuries by the bourgeois family it was simultaneously furnishing the most modest of working class homes. Thus apparently discrete consumer markets were linked by the medium through which purchases were made.  As a result the controversy that continued to surround the moral economy of working class credit, allied to deep-rooted cultural antipathy towards indebtedness, impinged upon the sale of prestige products, to middle class families, by hire purchase.  Therefore Johnson’s intimation that a hierarchy of goods created a parallel ranking of credit, with, one would assume, hire purchase at the summit, does not appear so clear cut when tested beyond the confines of working class consumerism.   As we have seen, for middle class users of hire purchase its use was something to be discrete about; it was a practice that could threaten rather than enhance status.  

It is also clear that such cultural factors impeded the free market in consumer credit and that retail and financial companies involved in this sector had to adapt their practices accordingly.  In the case of car dealers this involved a very discretionary marketing of hire purchase. The strategies of most other retailers and financiers remain unknown and require analysis.  Historians have demonstrated that consumer behaviours and values are historically constructed, but what is needed is a more ambitious and empirically precise conceptual framework if we are to get beyond rudimentary understandings of the entire process.  Understanding evolving attitudes towards consumer credit, its extension by various methods and the limitations to its use are a vital part of this task. In the British case, at least, there is enough circumstantial evidence to suggest that the cultural climate significantly impeded the use of various forms of credit amongst many social groups.  Seen in the round this had an important impact on the development of consumer demand and economic development more generally.
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