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3. CONSUMPTION





CLASS OUTLINE

1. The commercial republic

2. The world’s emporium

3. Thames and the docks

4. Free trade? Empire in perspective



THE COMMERCIAL REPUBLIC





THE WORLD-SYSTEM (DARWIN)

The loss of America and the effects of slavery abolition tilt Britain into a 
new economic direction over the 19th century

Harlow (Second Empire): new era of ‘free trade imperialism’ and informal 
control

Increasingly a centre of trade, credit and re-exports with Europe and the 
US, and its settler dominions

A common economic and cultural system centred in the City of London

New outlook of free trade, underpinned by sterling and British power

Re-exporting imperial products overseas: 30% (1913) – wool, jute, tin, etc.





BOOM OF THE COMMERCIAL REPUBLIC

Over the 19th century, huge demographic boom = demand for food, raw materials 
for factories and opportunities for migration (US in particular, 4/5, dominions less so)

1800-1850: world trade volume grows by 2 ½ times

1850-1910: increases a further tenfold

Gold rush (America, Australia); diamonds (South Africa)

Revolutions in shipping and communications: steam-ships, railways and telegraph

1840: 5k miles railway; 1920: 675k miles

Telegraph cables: 8k miles 1872; 325k 1922: 40% owned by one British firm





‘the stability of the international financial system 

rested upon Britain’s continued loyalty to free trade 

before 1914. Sterling was the key currency of the 

whole of the international system, not merely the 

Imperial section, and making sterling universally 

available was essential to its success: free trade 

was a means of ensuring that debtors could always 

have access to the currency by selling in the British 

market.

... the extent of British economic influence in the 

world in the nineteenth century always ranged far 

beyond the boundaries of sovereign control.’

- P.J. Cain, "Economics and Empire" (in Porter), 

50-51

Commercial and financial power:

- Sterling

- London Stock Exchange

- Ship-broking

- Insurance

- Grading of products

- Sales

- Commercial information



EMPORIUM OF THE WORLD



Pellatt and Green’s glassware shop in St Paul’s Churchyard, London (1809)



Shopping for fabric from Rudolph Ackermann’s The Repository of Arts, Literature, Commerce [etc.], 1809



Print shops



Lackington, Allen and co’s “Temple of the Muses” bookshop, 1809. Sold around 100k books a year in 1790s



THE WORLD’S EMPORIUM

Neil McKendrick: a ‘consumer revolution’ accompanies the Industrial 
Revolution

Increasingly wealthy middle-class – a new world of products

New tastes like… ?

Tea (China), sugar (West Indies), cotton (southern states), tobacco (US), coffee 
and spices (East Indies), porcelain and ceramics (China, Japan), timber (US), 
wool (Australia)….

The ‘workshop of the world’ – Midlands and North of England

The ‘emporium’ of the world – London, the West End and its docks







Gallery of Fashion magazine, 1794-1802



THE WORLD’S EMPORIUM

New shopping districts appear in the West End (Strand and Piccadilly)

New practices: window-shopping and shopping as an activity in its own right

Shop fronts, advertisements, business cards; shops specialising in symbols of 
status

New fashions: cotton replaces wool – lighter, easier to clean, more colourful



Top: an early sofa, The Cabinet-maker’s Guide, 1750; 

bottom: Thomas Chippendale’s designs for chairs, 

1854



ADULT MALE AVERAGE EARNINGS



AGE OF MASS CONSUMPTION?

Earnings also increased for the poorer, and prices of manufactures dropped

Metal cutlery and porcelain ceramics replace wood and metal platters

Price of tea collapses while use of sugar quintuples

London had a culture of street-markets and street-sellers: fruit and veg, fish, 
music sheets, pastries…

Coffee shops, cook-shops and countless pubs

New forms of entertainment like the music-hall (from mid-19th century)







OVER TO YOU

Take a look at the excerpts in section 1)

In small groups, I’d like you to discuss: what do 
we learn about changing forms of consumption 
during the 19th century?









TWO PERSPECTIVES: 
MAYHEW AND DICKENS





Splodger, will you have a Jack-surpass of finger-
and-thumb, and blow your yard of tripe of 
nosey-me-knacker, while we have a touch of the 
broads with some other heaps of coke at my 
drum’?



‘‘S-pose now, your honour’, said a ‘shallow cove’, 
who was giving us a lesson in the St Giles’ 
classics, I wanted to ask a codger to come and 
have a glass of rum with me, and smoke a pipe
of backer over a game of cards with some blokes
at home – I should say, Splodger, will you have a 
Jack-surpass of finger-and-thumb, and blow your 
yard of tripe of nosey-me-knacker, while we 
have a touch of the broads with some other 
heaps of coke at my drum’.





Chapter 1 LONDON LABOUR AND THE LONDON POOR. -- THE STREET-FOLK. 

Chapter 2 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FISH.

Chapter 3 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF FRUIT AND VEGETABLES. 

Chapter 4 OF THE STATIONARY STREET-SELLERS OF FISH, FRUIT, AND VEGETABLES. 

Chapter 5 OF THE STREET-IRISH. 

Chapter 6 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF GAME, POULTRY (LIVE AND DEAD), RABBITS, BUTTER, CHEESE, AND EGGS

Chapter 7 OF THE SELLERS OF TREES, SHRUBS, FLOWERS (CUT AND IN POTS), ROOTS, SEEDS, AND BRANCHES. 

Chapter 8 STREET-SELLERS OF GREEN STUFF. 

Chapter 9 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

Chapter 10 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF EATABLES AND DRINKABLES. 

Chapter 11 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND THE FINE ARTS.

Chapter 12 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF STATIONERY, LITERATURE, AND THE FINE ARTS. 

Chapter 13 OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 

Chapter 14 OF THE WOMEN STREET-SELLERS. 

Chapter 15 OF THE CAPITAL AND INCOME OF THE STREET-SELLERS OF MANUFACTURED ARTICLES. 







‘We have a most extraordinary partiality for 
lounging about the streets. Whenever we have an 
hour or two to spare, there is nothing we enjoy 
more than a little amateur vagrancy – walking up 
one street and down another, and staring into shop 
windows, and gazing about as if, instead of being on 
intimate terms with every shop and house in 
Holborn, the Strand, Fleet Street and Cheapside, the 
whole were an unknown region to our wandering 
mind. We revel in a crowd of any kind – a street 
‘row’ is our delight …’
– Charles Dickens, ‘The Prisoners’ Van’





‘Gin drinking is a great vice in England, but 
wretchedness and dirt are a greater; and until you 
improve the homes of the poor, or persuade a half 
famished wretch not to seek relief in the temporary 
oblivion of his own misery, with the pittance which, 
divided among his family, would furnish a morsel of 
bread for each, gin shops will increase in number and 
splendour. If Temperance Societies would suggest an 
antidote against hunger, filth, and foul air, or could 
establish dispensaries for the gratuitous distribution 
of bottles of Lethe water, gin palaces would be 
numbered among the things that were.’

- Dickens, ‘Gin Shops’



3. THAMES AND THE DOCKS



View of the Thames and the Tower of London, Samuel Scott, 1771



Monet, “Houses of Parliament” (1904)

R: Whistler, “Nocturne, Old Battersea Bridge” (1871)



Above: Joseph Farington, Painting of the Dockyard (1794)

Left, top: Pieter Cornelisz van Soest, Dutch Attack on the Medway 

(1667)

Left, below: HMS St Albans, being launched onto the Thames at 

Deptford in 1747





Growth of the docks
Military dockyards develop first at Woolwich and Deptford

First purpose-built dock for cargo: Brunswick Dock, Blackwall, 1789

1800: 1775 ships were using a stretch suitable for only 545, with 3500 barges 
moored

In response to smuggling, theft, and major river congestion dock warehouses 
on a much larger scale are built first by the West India Company at the Isle of 
Dogs (1800)

Later, the London Dock at Wapping (1805), the East India Dock at Blackwall
(1806), and later Surrey Docks at Rotherhithe, and St Katharine’s Docks by the 
Tower (1828)



‘Through shabby, slatternly places, by low and poor houses, amid shiftless 
riverside loungers, with the shipping-littered Thames on our right; we push 
on to the eastern dock between Wapping and down Shadwell. 

Streets of poverty-marked tenements, gaudy public houses and beer-shops, 
door-steps packed with lolling, heavy-eyed, half-naked children; low-browed 
and bare-armed women greasing the walls with their backs, and gossiping 
the while such gossip as scorches the ear; 

bullies of every kind walking as masters of the pavement – all sprinkled with 
drunkenness – compose the scene, even in these better days, along the 
roads which stretch from dock to dock – to Limehouse and Blackwall, where 
the wealth of the Indies is cast upon our shores.’

- Gustave Dore and Blanchard Jerrold, ‘The Docks’, from London: A 
Pilgrimage (1872)







‘Down by the Docks, the placards in the shops apostrophise the customer, knowing him 
familiarly beforehand, as, 'Look here, Jack!' 'Here's your sort, my lad!' 'Try our sea-going 
mixed, at two and nine!' 'The right kit for the British tar!' 'Ship ahoy!' 'Splice the main-
brace, brother!' 'Come, cheer up, my lads. We've the best liquors here, And you'll find 
something new In our wonderful Beer!' Down by the Docks, the pawnbroker lends money 
on Union-Jack pocket-handkerchiefs, on watches with little ships pitching fore and aft on 
the dial, on telescopes, nautical instruments in cases, and such-like. Down by the Docks, 
the apothecary sets up in business on the wretchedest scale--chiefly on lint and plaster 
for the strapping of wounds--and with no bright bottles, and with no little drawers. Down 
by the Docks, the shabby undertaker's shop will bury you for next to nothing, after the 
Malay or Chinaman has stabbed you for nothing at all: so you can hardly hope to make a 
cheaper end. Down by the Docks, anybody drunk will quarrel with anybody drunk or 
sober, and everybody else will have a hand in it, and on the shortest notice you may 
revolve in a whirlpool of red shirts, shaggy beards, wild heads of hair, bare tattooed arms, 
Britannia's daughters, malice, mud, maundering, and madness. Down by the Docks, 
scraping fiddles go in the public-houses all day long, and, shrill above their din and all the 
din, rises the screeching of innumerable parrots brought from foreign parts, who appear 
to be very much astonished by what they find on these native shores of ours.’ – Charles 
Dickens, ‘The Uncommercial Traveller’



4. FREE TRADE? 
EMPIRE IN PERSPECTIVE







CONTEXTUALISING 
THE EMPIRE

Let’s consider three prevailing theories for the 
empire’s economic power

I’ll present each one briefly, then in small 
groups, choose and discuss one that you find 
most credible. Come up with 2-3 reasons how it 
reinforces (or challenges) anything you’ve 
already learnt



A COMMERCIAL WORLD SYSTEM?

‘The union of commercial and imperial muscle was the foundation of the 
British world-system. The vast scale of British trade, the fleets of merchant 
shipping, the treasure chest of overseas investment and the resources it 
commanded were widely seen as the real embodiment of British power. 
They supplied the economic energy to sustain the show of empire and pay 
for its defence. They formed the invisible chains that bound the visible 
empire of dependencies and settler states to the far-off metropole.’

– John Darwin, The Empire Project, 141-2



GENTLEMANLY CAPITALISM?

Peter Cain and Tony Hopkins, British Imperialism: Innovation and Expansion 
(1993)

‘Gentlemanly capitalism’ – the imperial age reflects the boom of the City’s 
commercial power which underscored British power in the world, up until its 
‘liquidation’ in WW2

Commercial, professional and hereditary elites of London and the South-
east – gentlemen and capitalists – drive expansion over the 18th and 19th

century



LOCAL CRISES, CENTRAL RESPONSE?

John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, Africa and the Victorians: The Official 
Mind of Imperialism (1961)

British imperialism both global and systemic, not merely an accumulation of 
colonies. 

British expansion not just driven internally by European society, but by local 
crises e.g. Egypt, South Africa following the pursuit of informal control of 
trade

Leading to the necessity for formal control later, to defend common strategic 
interests



CONTEXTUALISING 
THE EMPIRE

Let’s consider three prevailing theories for the 
empire’s economic power

Choose and discuss one that you find most 
credible. 

Come up with 2-3 reasons how it reinforces (or 
challenges) anything you’ve already learnt



ASSIGNMENT 2 (TONIGHT)

300 word review of David 
Olusoga’s Black and British: 
A Forgotten History (TV 
version – Episode 3). 

Compare Olusoga’s
perspective with what you 
have learned in class or at 
the Docklands Museum

View it on YouTube here:

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yc7E9PEjVAc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yc7E9PEjVAc


TRIP: V&A MUSEUM
SOUTH KEN BARRIERS, 2.15

Meet me at the ticket 
barriers of South Kensington 
underground station at 2.15

Any delays: 07784 084754


