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Liviu PILAT*

The idea of luxury between the history of consumption and
political thought and its implications for the history of

Southeastern Europe**

In the last time, the word luxury is often mentioned in historical studies, as
either a simple adjective or a research topic. At this point, diversity is outstanding.
Some authors avoid any clarification of the concept they are using and they prefer a
strictly empirical approach. From an economic perspective, luxury represents any
product other than mass consumption. From a moral or philosophical point of view,
luxury is seen as a form of decadence or as a symptom of frivolity and of guilty
pleasures with no wider significance for politic and social developments in history.
Whereas it may seem a worldly topic, luxury is difficult to approach, because it is
at the same time a superlative bearing no degree of comparison and in the same
time the image of profound evil; furthermore, there is no differentiation between
the aspects highlighting it.

Consequently, luxury has been under-represented in historical and
sociological research and for long time it was seen especially as an expression of
social decadence, a view powerfully influenced by Christian morality, although
later analysis attributed it an important role in the development of capitalism and of
the consumer society1. At the end of the 19th century, Henri Baudrillart published a
history of luxury in four volumes. He has seen luxury as an important aspect of any
civilization but he had to face a major difficulty: to find a unitary and secure way
for analyzing luxury2. For this reason, the author introduced a distinction between
public luxury and private luxury. From the same standpoint, recent approaches

* Conf. univ. dr., Facultatea de Istorie, Universitatea „Alexandru Ioan Cuza” din Iaşi, România;
liviu.pilat@gmail.com.
** This work was supported by a grant of European Research Council, Luxury, Fashion and Social
Statul in Early Modern Southeastern Europe, ERC-2014-CoG no. 646489. The paper was presented
at the international conference “Luxury and Consumption in South-Eastern Europe (15th-19th
centuries). Methodological approaches” New Europe College, Bucharest, October 28-29, 2016.
1 W. Sombart, Liebe, Luxus und Kapitalismus, Berlin, 1913; G. Pöll, Luxus. Eine Wirtschaftstheoretische
Analize, Berlin, 1980.
2 H. Baudrillart, Histoire du luxe privé et public depuis l’Antiquité jusqu’a nos jours, I-IV, Paris, 1880.
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mention aristocratic luxury and democratic luxury3. In both cases, the distinction is
required by the necessity to conciliate the economic aspects and the ideological
debate on luxury.

The works of H. Baudrillart and W. Sombart in particular have shown the need
to study such aspects, stimulating research by economic historians who seek to do
away with the ambiguities around the concept and establish the nature of the link
between demand for luxury goods and the acceleration of economic growth. Thus there
is a close connection between luxury goods and the development of a capitalist
economy, whereby middle-class access to luxury leads to the appearance of the
consumer society. Certainly many other aspects are involved in this process,
maintaining a close link between luxury, sexuality and power and affecting ideas of
beauty, elegance and sensibility, gender and women’s fashion, and political thought;
taken together, these offer a broader perspective on the construction of modern society.

A volume on the history of luxury in the eighteenth century has shown the
connection between increased circulation of luxury commodities and debates on
luxury at the time, involving such illustrious names as David Hume or Jean-
Jacques Rousseau4. Maxine Berg’s work on eighteenth-century England shows the
role of luxury goods in forming modern consumer society5. Susan Mosher Stuard
looks at the impact of luxury goods on the market in fourteenth-century Italy and
consequent changes in fashion6. Although historians have paid greater attention to
luxury, this has largely concentrated on the history of consumption7, even in works
of cultural history8, and on the impact on economic9 and political thought10. An
important volume examining consumption in the Ottoman Empire concludes,
among other findings, that although little-known so far, the history of consumption
may serve as a bridge between economic, social and cultural history and the history

3 Christopher J. Berry, The Idea of Luxury: A Conceptual and Historical Investigation, Cambridge
University Press, 1994, p. 30-32.
4 Luxury in the Eighteenth Century: Debates, Desires and Delectable Goods, edited by Maxine Berd
and Elizabeth Eger, Basingtoke, Palgrave, 2002.
5 Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth Century Britain, Oxford University Press, 2007.
6 Susan Mosher Stuard, Gilding the Market: Luxury and Fashion in Forteenth Century Italy,
University of Pennsyvania Press, 2007.
7 Consumption and the World of Goods, edited by John Brewer and Roy Porter, Routledge, 1993;
Daniel Roche, Histoire des choses banales. Naissance de la consommation dans les sociétés
traditionelles (XVIIe-XIXe siècles), Paris, Fayard, 1997; Luxury Trades and Consumerism in Ancien
Régime Paris: Studies in the History of Skilled Workforce, edited by Robert Fox and Anthony John
Turner, Ashgate, 1998; Consumers and Luxury: Consumer Culture in Europe, 1650-1850, edited by
Maxine Berg and Hellen Clifford, Manchester University Press, 1999; Evelyn S. Welch, Shoping in
the Renaissance: Consumer Cultures in Italy, 1400-1600, Yale University Press, 2005.
8 The Consumption of Culture, 1600-1800: Object, Text, Image, edited by Ann Bermingham, John
Brewer, Routledge, 1995.
9 Till Wahnbaeck, Luxury and Public Hapiness. Political Economy in the Italian Enlightenment,
Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2004.
10 Jeremy Jennings, The Debate about Luxury in Eighteenth- and Nineteeenth-Century French
Political Thought, in Journal of the History of Ideas, 68 (2007), no. 1, p. 79-105.
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of art11. From the history of consumption view, luxury is an object of consumption,
a force that drives the development of society, but we should remark that its
definition remains ambiguous.

Other authors underline the fluidity and relativity of luxury. The huge
difference between modern and early modern luxury is that the later was not used
to describe a category of objects and desires. The early English uses of luxury
tended to invoke particular processes by which moral, social and political order
was corrupted. The way in which the conceptual vocabulary is used has the effect
of complicating definitive moral distinctions between destructive luxury and
productive luxury that emerge in the debates beginning with the 18th century12.
Another opinion considers that is impossible to define luxury in a general
acceptation, because the concept of luxury is an explicitly relative one, being
indissolubly linked with the social and historical context in which it was elaborated
To avoid that difficulty, we shall focus not on the concept in itself, but on how it
was perceived and opposed in particular context13.

This aspect emphasizes a serious methodological gap, namely the
impossibility of establishing the criteria according to which a good is considered a
luxury good. For our times, we have a series of criteria, such as price, quality,
rarity, based on which we can assess an item as luxury. However, a historian
cannot use them to index certain 16th-century goods as luxury, unless such goods
are common to people of those times, too. In order to make the distinction between
luxury goods and common goods, a historian cannot rely on his own consideration,
but he must find out what 16th-century people thought of luxury.

Criteria are especially hard to identify when a society does not have the
notion of luxury. Historians who use the notion of luxury goods for historical
periods and for regions where the word luxury were not used actually commit a
methodological mistake. Luxury is an idea, even a political concept14, and it cannot
be reduced at a sum of goods or a socioeconomic reality. In other words, luxury is
the idea that defines and creates a reality. A simple classification of certain items as
luxury goods, based on price and refinement, is not even by far a history of
luxury15. Also, the evolution of the idea of luxury must be correlated with the
circulation of goods and with consumption. Items are very important in the
reconstruction of the material culture of a historical period, but the opinion
according to which objects may depict the ideas of the epoch is a vain claim.

11 Consumption Studies and the History of Ottoman Empire, 1550-1992. An Introduction, edited by
Donald Quataert, State University of New York Press, 2000.
12 Alison V. Scott, Literature and the Idea of Luxury in Early Modern England, Routledge, 2016, p. 4-9.
13 Emanuela Zanda, Fighting Hydra-Like Luxury: Sumptuary Regulation in the Roman Republic,
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013, p. 1
14 Christopher J. Berry, The Idea of Luxury, p. 20.
15 For a recent “very materialistic” approach to luxury and its history, centred on objects and
considering that the objects reveal a great deal about the ideas and cultural practices, see Luxury. A
Rich History, ed. Peter McNeill and Giorgio Riello, Oxford University Press, 2016.
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Consequently, luxury must be regarded as a cultural construct with a strong impact
upon certain economic, political and social aspects.

In an excellent writing, John Sekora emphasized that luxury is a
specifically product of Western thought, a “system of discourse” which “embraces
a network of fluctuating social, philosophic and theological presuppositions”16. The
term luxury comes from Latin, and Romans defined as luxuria anything depraved
and against nature17. Christianity included luxuria among the seven capital sins18.
Lechery represents a desire of the flesh and it is different from passion, because it
goes against Christian morals and it represents the control of body upon the soul.
Its connotations are especially sexual, but restless desire also involves lust for
knowledge and lust for power. The term has an important political component,
given that it was used for defending morals and social hierarchy. On one hand, in
the Middle Ages, by using luxuria to criticize royal courts during crisis, authors
blame carnal pleasure, too much attention given to the care of the body, scandalous
clothing, which lead to lechery, effeminacy and sodomitical pursuits19. On the
other hand, royalty assumed the defence of Christian morals through sumptuary
laws, the purpose of which was to keep the poor away from vice and to limit the
excess of the rich and strong20. The physical appearance and clothing become an
expression of hierarchy, meant to illustrate the social order and the stratification of
the dominant pole of society. Consequently, whether the discussion concerns the
criticism of royal court or social control, in both cases, luxuria represents a capital
sin and it has a negative connotation.

Unlike in Latin Christendom, in the East European space there is no term for
luxuria or any other word with the same meaning. The old Greek word truphē
usually translated by luxury had a different meaning than the Latin word luxuria21.
Evagrius Ponticus brought an important contribution to the defining of lechery as a
capital sin, but he preferred the term porneia (from which the modern word
“pornography" derives); he referred strictly to the demon of sexual desire22. Luxuria
in Slavonic is translated by liubopiştie (literary, love for pleasure), while pişta
corresponds to the Latin word delicia and to the Greek word truphē. Other wishes

16 J. Sekora, Luxury. The Concept in Western Thought, Eden to Smollett, London, 1973, p. 4.
17 Emanuela Zanda, Fighting Hydra-Like Luxury, p. 1.
18 Simple defined as the vice opposed to the virtue of chastity. For details see New Catholic
Encyclopedia, 2nd edition, VIII, Thomson Gale, 2002, p. 871-876; Du Cange, Glossarium mediae et
infimae latinitatis, V, Niort, 1885, p. 157.
19 C. D. Fletcher, „Corruption at Court? Crisis and the Theme of Luxuria in England and France,
c. 1340-1422”, The Court as a Stage. England and the Low Countries in the Later Middle Ages,
ed. Steven Gunn and Antheun Janse, The Boydell Press, 2006, p. 28-31.
20 J. Sekora, Luxury, p. 30-33.
21 Robert J. Gorman, Vanessa B. Gorman, Corrupting Luxury in Ancient Greek Literature, University
of Michigan Press, 2014, especially Chapter 5.
22 Columba Stewart, Evagrius Ponticus and the Eight Generic Logismoi, in In the Garden of Evil: the
Vices and Culture in the Middle Ages, ed. Richard Newhauser, Toronto, 2005, p. 18; Angela Tilby,
The Seven Deadly Sins: Their Origin in the Spiritual Teaching of Evagrius the Hermit, London, 2009,
the chapter The thought of lust.
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covered in the Western space by the term luxuria are expressed through different
words. Hence, lust for power is expressed using the word liubonachialstvo23 (literary,
love for power), which corresponds to the Greek filarhias. A significant difference
from the Western space can also be noted concerning sumptuary legislation. In
Byzantium, the purpose of sumptuary laws is not to keep the poor away from vices.
They do not regulate the clothing of social categories, but their purpose is to preserve
the purple and other clothing items for the imperial court, because the purple robe
was an essential symbol of the emperor’s absolute power24. Another purpose is
economic protectionism. The sumptuary law of Emperor John Vatatzez forced the
subjects to wear clothes manufactured in their country, thus affecting the economic
interests of Venice25. In the 15th century, Gemistos Plethon recommended to the
despot of Morea to follow the example of ancient Spartans and to restraint the
imports of useless foreign goods, in order to import only iron and weapons,
necessary for protection against the Ottomans26.

During the Ottoman domination, the rules imposed by sultans in terms of
clothing are far from being considered anti-luxury measures. Christians and non-
Muslims in general had certain sumptuary restrictions27, but the purpose was not to
keep them away from vice, but to distinguish them from Muslims. The dressing code
imposed by Suleyman Magnificent served a mainly administrative purpose, because
it established the clothing rules for each Ottoman official. Clothes illustrated the
political hierarchy of the Ottoman State, from the Sultan to minor officials. In the
18th century, mostly in the Tulip Period, Ottoman sumptuary laws are motivated by
social changes, but also by the need to reduce the expenses of the Ottoman court28.

In the 18th century, Turkish products ended up on the Western markets as
luxury goods; the same period brought the stereotype associating the East with
decadent luxury, whether from Byzantium or from the Ottoman Empire.
Confronted with the decline of land-holding aristocracy and with the emergence of
a new political order based on money and financial institutions, Western society
redefines the concept of luxury. In the view of traditionalists, luxury destroys the
nation, while for progressives luxury is not a vice but a factor of progress,
beneficial for the health of the nation, because it raises the living standards of all
inhabitants29. The political, economic and religious standards of the European

23 Fr. Miklosich, Lexicon palaeoslovenico-graeco-latinum, Vienna, 1862-1865, p. 353 and 566.
24 William T. Avery, The Adoratio Purpurae and the Importance of the Imperial Purple in the Fourth
Century of the Christian Era, Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, 17 (1940), p. 66-80.
25 Michael Angold, A Byzantine Government in Exile: Government and Society under the Laskarids
of Nicaea, 1204-1261, Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 116-117.
26 N. Patrick Peritore, The Political Thought of Gemistos Plethon: A Renaissance Byzantine Reformer,
Polity, 10 (1977), 2, p. 170-191.
27 Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe, Cambridge University Press,
2004, p. 9.
28 Donald Quataert, Clothing, Laws, State, and Society in the Ottoman Empire, 1720-1829, in
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 29 (1997), p. 406-412.
29 J. Sekora, Luxury, p. 87-125.
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society set luxury away from the sin of lust, but it did not eliminate its negative
connotations, actually perpetuated to our days. The debate was far-reaching30 and it
involved names of reference in the century of the Enlightenment31. Rousseau
blamed luxury but Voltaire chose to defend it32, while David Hume wrote about
good luxury, seen as refinement of the arts, and vicious luxury, harmful for
individuals and the society to the same degree33.

The debate on luxury is contemporary with the “industrial revolution” and
the “consumer revolution”34. The transformation of European society into a society
of consumers35 had major implications for Southeastern Europe. The penetration of
Western goods and ideas played an important role in the “Westernization” process of
traditional society, among which the idea of luxury. In this respect, it is edifying that
in Romanian – the only Romanic language that could have inherited the word
directly from Latin – the word lux is a neologism included in the language at the
beginning of the 19th century, through translations from Western literature, especially
from French36. It's very interesting that the word was imported in the same time with
the adoption of Western fashion37. Consequently, luxury as such can be used in
historical studies only from the 19th century, as a modern concept that corresponds to
the phase of democratic luxury in Western society. In his travel notes, Dinicu
Golescu considered necessary to define luxury as a word under is understood all kind
of expenses, useless and which exceed the income, associated with desire and

30 Simeon Monroe Wade, The Idea of Luxury in Eighteenth Century England, Harvard University,
1968; Alison V. Scott, Literature and the Idea of Luxury in Early Modern England, Routledge, 2016.
31 Till Wahnbaeck, Luxury and Public Hapiness. Political Economy in the Italian Enlightenment,
Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2004.
32 Jeremy Jennings, The Debate about Luxury in Eighteenth- and Nineteeenth- Century French
Political Thought, in Journal of the History of Ideas, 68 (2007), no. 1, p. 79-105.
33 Andrew S. Cunningham, David Hume's Account of Luxury, in Journal of the History of Economic
Thought, 27 (2005), 3, p. 242.
34 Neil McKendrick, John Brewer and J.H. Plumb, The Birth of a Consumer Society: The
Comercialization of Eighteenth-Century England, London, 1982, p. 9-33.
35 Maxine Berg, Luxury and Pleasure, p. 195-246.
36 N. A. Ursu, Despina Ursu, Împrumutul lexical în procesul modernizării limbii moderne literare
(1760-1860), II, Iaşi, 2006, p. 357; Dicţionarul Limbii Române, (new series), V, Bucharest, 2008,
p. 809-812. It was imported with both senses and in two forms: lux (from French luxe) corresponding
to democratic luxury and luxura (from Latin luxuria) corresponding to aristocratic luxury (DLR, V,
p. 809-812 and 814).
37 Angela Jianu, Women, Fashion and Europeanization: The Romanian Principalities, 1750-1830, in
Women in the Ottoman Balkans: Gender, Culture and History, Tauris, 2007, p. 201-230; Constanţa
Vintilă-Ghiţulescu, Constructing a New Identity: Romanian Aristocrats between Oriental Heritage
and Western Prestige (1780-1866), in From Traditional Attire to Modern Dress: Modes of
Identification, Modes of Recognition in the Balkans (XVIth-XXth Centuries), Cambridge Scholars
Publishing, 2011, p. 104-128; Euphrosyne Rizopoulou-Egoumenidou, From Oriental (Ottoman) to
European (Frankish) Dress: Dress as Key Indicator of the Lifestyle and the Role of the Elite of
Cyprus during the 18th and 19th Centuries, in From Traditional Attire to Modern Dress: Modes of
Identification, Modes of Recognition in the Balkans (XVIth-XXth Centuries), Cambridge Scholars
Publishing, 2011, p. 129-143.
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fashion38. He was clearly influenced by Western ideas and customs and he
recommended to Wallachian elite to hold values and habits quite opposed to those of
preceding generations. They should repudiate luxury and traditional fashion,
associating these with decadence and the acceptance of Ottoman rule, and dressed in
Western styles as they cultivated notions of national revival, sobriety and economic
prosperity. As examples he mentioned the difference between the sobriety of
Viennese ladies dress and the addiction of fashion and luxury of Wallachian ladies,
even that the first are richness than the Wallachian ladies. In the same way, Ludwig
of Bavaria had an aversion toward luxury and he dressed simple clothes, without any
extravaganza39. Golescu was an enthusiast of Europeanization Romanian traditional
society and he sends his sons to study in Geneva40. It's obvious that Golescu was
influenced by the Western thought and the idea of luxury was something new for
him. Few decades later, the idea of luxury came together with consumption goods,
along with liberal ideas brought especially by young people studying in Western
Europe. Historians have attributed this sudden change to ideas generated by the
French Revolution, and the shifts in fashion and repudiation of the old dress codes
seem to support this opinion. On the other hand, the Ottoman Empire also felt the
lure of Western civilization, and a number of influences permeated Ottoman
culture41. Certain aspects of this change suggest a protracted process which lasted for
the first half of the nineteenth century and involved changes in culture and political
thought. The Balkan elites adopted Western fashion and imported books and luxury
items, setting in motion the phenomenon of cultural mimicry, opening the way of
democratic luxury.

Concerning the previous period, of aristocratic luxury, it is methodologically
wrong for historical analyses to be conducted from the perspective on luxury created
by and taken over from the Western consumer society. A solution to avoid such a
situation and the ambiguities of luxury concept would be to study the cultural habitus

38 „Într-acest cuvânt, lux, să coprind toate felurimile de cheltuieli, cele de prisos, cum şi cheltuiala cea
mai mare decât veniturile. Apoi urmează şi pofta, nu numai de a face orice vede la altul, ci şi mai
scump, nemaisocotind de i se cuvine sau nu şi de are venit pe cât are acela pe care el va să-l întreacă
cu podoaba. Din care pricină, iată, sărăciia şi stîngerea de familii ne-au călcat, în hula gurii lumii am
căzut, şi condeie streine ne-au zugrăvit. Ce ne vom folosi când noi între noi vom voi să le ţinem
ascunse şi vom crede că nu sunt ştiute, în vreme ce toate neamurile le cetesc, fiind scrise de aceiia ce
ne pismuiesc? Mai bine să le cunoaştem, să le mărturisim, ca prin straşnică hotărâre să ne îndreptăm,
depărtând aceste focuri şi pârjoale din patria noastră, căci luxul şi luarea cea fără de dreptate ne-au
stins din faţa pământului, ridicându-ne din toată lumea cea mai puţină cinste ce poate avea orice
naţie” (Dinicu Golescu, Însemnare a călătoriii mele, ed. Gheorghe Popp, Bucharest, 1964, p. 50). See
also p. 91-92 and 143-144.
39 Ibidem, p. 60 and 150.
40 Alexandru-Florin Platon, Pe urmele fraţilor Golescu la Geneva (1826-1833): câteva îndreptări şi
informaţii noi, in AŞUI, (new series), LXI (2015), p. 207-227.
41 Suraiya Faroqhi, Subjects of the Sultan: Culture and Daily Life in the Ottoman Empire, I. B. Tauris
Publisher, 2005, p. 227-230. See also Anna Frangoudaki, Çağlar Keyder (ed.), Ways to modernity in
Greece and Turkey: encounters with Europe, 1850-1950, Tauris, London, 2007; Amila Butorović,
Irvin C. Schick (coord.), Women in the Ottoman Balkans: Gender, Culture and History, Tauris, 2007.
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of power, mostly considering that – like luxury – power is considered a necessary
evil. Also, the power and consumption are linked by the existence of positional
goods. The identification of luxury goods as positional goods in the context of social
scarcity is proposed by F. Hirsch42. The positional goods are characterized by wealth,
prestige and power and by the fact that the individually jointly consume the same
absolute amount in either positive or negative quantities43. In our opinion, they are a
part of the cultural habitus of power, being close tied by consumption of power and
political thought. The display of positional goods manifests power structures, closely
bound up with political thought, where consumption goods provides a visual index to
the social order enshrined in custom and law. The distribution of positional goods
among members of the ruling class defines hierarchy and social segregation, as very
well illustrated in the history of clothing. The manner in which power structures
distribute positional goods determines the cultivation of specific aesthetic values,
with major implications for the development of art and the social condition of the
artist. Thus positional goods have a powerful cultural impact, visible even at the level
of popular culture, where they are consumed in a negative quantity. For common
people the positional goods were especially accessible through their imagination,
where the humble hero of folk tales often ends up living the high life at a princely
court until the end of his days. Of course, in reality, that never happened! Thus the
desire for positional goods expresses an unspoken desire for access to power, without
generating ideological conflict.

The cultural habitus of power represents the privilege of the dominant pole
of society, of social elite, using it to show off strength and pride and to reflect
hierarchy and social order visually44. Refinement and elegance extravaganza
represent a power gesture and they are closely connected to political thought,
defining visually the order indicated by traditions and laws. Naturally, the existence
of common aspects with luxuria as lust for power, which leads to tyranny or State
decadence, justifies a comparative approach, but the use of the term luxury
considering the inexistence of the concept may generate confusion. Therefore, for
Southeastern Europe history, our proposal is to use the political concept of luxury
starting with the 19th century, corresponding to the phase of “democratic luxury” and
the concept of “cultural habitus of power” for the previous period. It is true that the
latter term is not used in period texts. Unlike luxury, however, it rules out ambiguity
because it is an analytical concept, focused on the notion of power and on the extent
to which power is expressed both symbolically and visually (richness and social
importance). These aspects – along with the ones mentioned in texts or illustrated by
images – may represent important elements for the history of political thought.

42 F. Hirsch, Social Limits to Growth, Harvard University Press, 1976, p. 32-36.
43 Ugo Pagano, Is Power an Economic Good? Notes on Social Scarcity and the Economics of
Positional Goods, in The Politics and Economics of Power, ed. S. Bowles, M. Franzini and Ugo
Pagano, Routledge, London-New York, 1999, p. 53-67.
44 Daniel Roche, La culture des apparences. Une histoire du vêtement, XVIIe-XVIIIe siècle, Paris,
Fayard, 1989.
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Finally, the analysis of the cultural habitus of power may serve as a bridge
between political history, economic history, social history, cultural history and
history of arts, given that the item analyzed can be regarded simultaneously as a
“social reality”, “power gesture”, “consumption good” and “work of art”. Hence, we
avoid the risk of associating the appraisal of such aspects from the perspective of
luxury history with frivolity and banality. For this reason, too, it is preferable to make
a clear delimitation between the cultural habitus of power and the political concept of
luxury. The latter is reserved a special place only insofar as the discussions on luxury
are of interest for the political thought of a certain period and society.

In conclusion, the history of luxury is a history of an idea that influenced
the life style, an aspect often ignored by historians but, in the same time, luxury
cannot be used as an analytical concept. In order to eliminate any confusion we
should make an obvious distinction between luxury and consumption even that
they are related. For South-Eastern Europe the idea of luxury is a modern one and
it should be integrated in the context of traditional society 'Europeanization' and the
impact generated by Western thought influence and 'consumer revolution'.

The idea of luxury between the history of consumption
and political thought and its implications for the history

of Southeastern Europe

Abstract

The paper insists on some methodological issues related to the use luxury as an analytical
concept in historical studies. For many historians the luxury seems to be an easy and
insignificant research topic, a simple history of frivolity and for others luxury represents
any product other than mass consumption. It's difficult to define luxury in a broadly
accepted definition, but it doesn't mean that we should not try to define it. It's very
important to know what we looking for, in other words, what is and what is not luxury. The
major obstacle was to find a safe method to analyze luxury and we should be very cautious,
because in many works the concept of luxury is used in an empirical way. Actually, for
South Eastern Europe before 18th century, it's very hard to talk about luxury, because it
doesn't exist as a concept. Luxury is specifically to western thought, originated in the Latin
word luxuria, which means everything who exceed the norm and which in Latin Christian
tradition became one of the seven deadly sins, the sin of lechery. The languages from
South-Eastern Europe have not the word luxury and they use different words for lechery
and desire. Later, the luxury, good and evil in the same time, is completely transformed,
being a product of western consumer society, most exactly a marketing product. That's one
of the reasons why we propose a new concept, the cultural habitus of power, who cover the
aspects related of positional goods for a traditional society, different by Western society.
It's meaning to study luxury as an aspect of history of power, in a completely different view
than that proposed by the history of consumption.

Keywords: luxury; consumption; positional goods; the cultural habitus of power; lust.
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