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Inadequate supply and increasing
demand for textiles and clothing:

second-hand trade at auctions as an
alternative source of consumer goods in

Sweden, 1830–1900†

By KRISTINA LILJA and PERNILLA JONSSON∗

Drawing on a study of historical national accounts and statistics, this article shows
that a growing supply of mass-consumption textiles and clothing in Sweden during
industrialization did not fully meet increasing demand. As a result, high demand for
second-hand items remained even at the turn of the twentieth century. Records from
a local auction house from 1830 to 1900 show that, even in the 1880s, more affluent
urban consumers were still active on the second-hand market. Thereafter, they turned
to the market for new goods, while potential demand from labourers and servants
continued to be provided for by the second-hand market. Mechanization meant that
more items entered this market. It changed the range and quality of objects available,
consequently affecting the attractiveness of second-hand textiles and clothing. After
the 1870s, falling and converging prices can be discerned, while more durable fabrics
largely retained their value. We conclude that the consumer revolution (in a broader
sense) had by this stage gained a foothold among ordinary Swedish urban households.
The auction trade was part of a democratization of consumption. The general lesson
is that understanding mass consumption requires research not only into second-hand
consumption, but also into different regional settings.

B efore low-cost cotton textiles and industrial production of ready-made clothes
paved the way for mass consumption, textiles and clothes accounted for a large

part of household budgets.1 Making textiles and clothes and taking care of them
were time-consuming and often trying tasks for households. These objects were
also expensive to acquire on the market. As a consequence, objects were passed on,
altered, or remade, and, when threadbare, turned into rags and recycled as paper,
blankets, or rag rugs.2 This meant that textiles and clothing had second-hand value.

Mechanization of production, together with expanding distribution networks
and marketplaces, resulted in falling prices. This made textiles and clothing more
affordable and easier to buy for a majority of the population. Over time, home
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production and local tailors’ services became less attractive. Instead, ready-made
clothes sold by ‘salesmen’ or in shops claimed an increasing share of the market.3

A growing supply of new objects also led to more cast-off garments at the next
stage. This could result in decreasing average prices for textiles and clothing on
the second-hand market, which together with faster-changing fashions and more
heterogeneous textile qualities meant less stable values and made used goods less
suitable as assets or ‘alternative currency’.4

Studies have highlighted how the market in ‘cast-off clothing’ acted as ‘a source
of substitutes’ and enabled lower social strata to consume, as the cost of new
goods meant that these were still beyond their reach.5 The new and second-hand
circuits were separated by economic conditions, social distinctions, and geography.
In the nineteenth century, second-hand objects were sold directly by their owners
via newspaper advertisements, but more often by specialist second-hand dealers
or at auctions.6 In Sweden, a large share of second-hand buying and selling was
organized within the auction trade.7

This article focuses on the second-hand market before and during
industrialization and contributes to our understanding of the supply and demand
for consumer goods in a fast-changing market. Sweden was one of several small,
peripheral, and poor economies in Europe that underwent rapid industrialization
during the second half of the nineteenth century.8 The aim of the article is to
describe and discuss the demand for second-hand textiles and clothing in relation
to rising wages and the development of mass production in Sweden from 1830
to 1900. The years chosen include the early mechanization of textile production
and an expanding supply of ready-made textiles and clothes. To what extent did
domestic production meet demand, and did this change during the nineteenth
century? How did auction sales of second-hand textiles and clothing develop over
time? What can explain this development? Who were the buyers?

In this study, macro data on production and trade were combined with micro
data regarding second-hand commerce. To estimate the supply of textiles and
clothing, we used national statistics on Swedish imports and exports, supplemented
by Swedish historical national accounts for industry and handicrafts, and also
for imports and exports. The national accounts were compiled by the economic
historians Schön and Krantz, and to analyse changes over time we also used their
deflator for the textile and clothing industries.9 For home production, Schön’s
estimates were used. We calculated demand for textiles/clothing based on the
development of real wages and the population of Sweden from 1830 to 1900.

There are no macro data available for second-hand trade. Instead, we analysed
supply and demand for second-hand textiles and clothes in a local setting, the town

3 Blondé and van Damme, ‘Retail growth’; Spufford and Mee, Clothing, pp. 37–8, 245–54.
4 For example, Lemire, Business, pp. 85–97; Fontaine, Moral economy, p. 147; Blondé and van Damme, ‘Retail

growth’, pp. 654–6.
5 Spufford, Great reclothing; eadem, ‘Cost of apparel’; McKendrick, Consumer revolution; Weatherill, Consumer

behaviour; Lemire, Business, pp. 88–105; Ulväng and Lilja, ‘Säljarna’, pp. 103–27; Jonsson and Lilja, ‘Strategier’.
6 Lemire, Fashion’s favourite, p. 62; Stobart, ‘Clothes’, pp. 226–7.
7 Murhem, Ulväng, and Lilja, ‘Auktioner etableras’, pp. 35–41.
8 Schön, Economic history, pp. 81–2.
9 Schön, Historiska nationalräkenskaper för Sverige: industri och hantverk 1800–1980, pp. 304–5; Från hantverk,

p. 38; Schön and Krantz, Swedish historical national accounts 1560–2010, tab. XIV, ‘Deflators’, p. 10; Historical
statistics.
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of Västerås, during industrialization. Västerås was an average-sized Swedish county
and cathedral town, 90 kilometres from the capital city, Stockholm. The case study
represents a town less than a day’s journey from Stockholm, with a lively market
and a wide range of production and sale of goods. During the period studied,
Västerås went from being a commercial regional node to become an important
industrial centre: a development characteristic of many middle-sized and larger
Swedish towns at this time. This means that the findings from Västerås, although
they cannot be generalized, may be assumed to represent a study of a place with
greater access to new goods and a more modern market than in most parts of
Sweden.

Reuse of textiles and clothes, by the mechanism of passing them on to relatives
or friends, altering, or re-sewing them, cannot be covered in this study. Instead, it
focuses on the second-hand market, or rather the main market in Sweden for used
goods: auctions. The development of demand for second-hand textiles and clothing
is analysed using records from a major auction house working as a monopolist in
Västerås. These detailed records of the objects sold provide information on prices,
sellers, and buyers. Sellers and buyers were categorized into three socio-economic
groups, based on HISCLASS7. As this study mainly concerns an urban population,
we chose to merge the categories into three wider groups:10 high (members of the
nobility, capitalists, persons of rank, and wholesale merchants), middle (merchants,
master artisans, lower-level civil servants, and peasant farmers11), and low (servants
and labourers) (see appendix table A1).12 The years chosen for the in-depth study
are 1837–9, 1857–9, 1873–5, 1883–5, and 1898 (referred to hereafter as the
1830s, 1850s, 1870s, 1880s, and 1898).13 These were neither boom years nor
years of recession. Only public sales of textiles and/or clothes at the Västerås
auction house were included in the study. We collected information from almost
2,700 auctions, and the database includes information on around 33,000 items of
textiles and clothing sold.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. The next section is a brief
overview of earlier research. Section II analyses textile production and supply in
Sweden. In section III we estimate how, during industrialization, the demand for
textiles and clothing was met by domestic and foreign supply. Next follow three
sections in which the second-hand market for textiles and clothes is analysed in
depth in a case study of auction-house sales in Västerås. The results are summarized
and discussed in section VII.

I

Gilboy and de Vries argued that altered preferences regarding ready-made
consumer goods and an ‘industrious revolution’ laid a foundation for

10 Three of the groups in HISCLASS7 comprise lower/unskilled workers. Maas and van Leeuwen, ‘Total and
relative endogamy’, pp. 280–1.

11 The inclusion of peasant farmers here is based on the fact that very few of them occur in the records of the
Västerås auction house and that they owned their land and tools and controlled their own sales.

12 Tailors and shoemakers are assigned to the middle group, although some could be regarded as rural craftsmen
without the rank of master after the abolition of the guild system in 1846.

13 Only Jan.–April in 1885 and Jan.–Nov. in 1898, as auction records are lacking for the other months of those
years. The years around 1898 are also lacking in the archive.
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industrialization.14 Thirsk and Hudson highlighted the importance of women’s and
children’s wage dependence as crucial in the increasing labour demand of the early
mechanical textile industry; this in turn gave women less time for home production
of textiles and clothes.15 Others, such as McKendrick, emphasized a ‘consumer
revolution’ resulting from rising incomes and altered preferences, spurred by the
trickle-down effect of new fashions and new marketing skills.16 Later studies have
questioned the site and date of the emergence of a consumer society, as well as the
dynamics of social emulation. Rather than a passive trickle-down of consumption
from the upper strata, new and specific tastes and consumption patterns related to
certain cultural contexts also emerged in the lower strata.17 Others have stressed
that, where social ambition spurred changing tastes and new fashions among the
higher strata, consumption by people of the middle strata served to improve their
daily life.18 Some studies emphasize the redistribution of incomes and increasing
consumption of the middle class, with new fashions spreading rapidly to servants
and labourers.19

With industrialization, textiles and clothing became more readily available to
most households. First, in England in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, consumption grew due to supply-side (for example, new technology)
and demand-side changes (for example, rising real wages). The distribution of
income in favour of landowners spurred consumption of textiles.20 Homes and
clothing were restyled. Fabrics became more heterogeneous. Preferences shifted
towards manufactured and more ‘delicate’ fabrics. According to Riello, cotton
reshaped the idea of durability and worth: woollen clothes could last twice as long
as calicoes and could be reused when worn out. Nonetheless, printed calicoes and
other cotton fabrics, which were more easily washed without loss of colour and
brightness, rose in popularity. This, in turn, stimulated industrialization by import
substitution and by these fabrics complementing rather than replacing wool, linen,
and silk.21 The pace, however, differed between socio-economic groups and local
settings.22

A focus on parts of Europe other than England and the Netherlands resulted
in considerable modification of the idea of the appearance of a ‘consumer
revolution’ or an ‘industrious revolution’.23 In the Nordic countries, as among
other latecomers, changes in consumption were more piecemeal and patchy, with
a large share of production still taking place in the home. An increase in textile
consumption was seen in the 1830s and 1840s, but only really gathered momentum
during the second half of the nineteenth century.24 This was a consequence of these

14 Gilboy, ‘Demand’; de Vries, Industrious revolution.
15 Thirsk, Economic policy, for example, pp. 110–11; Hudson, Industrial revolution, pp. 225–36.
16 McKendrick, ‘Consumer revolution’.
17 See, for example, McCracken, Culture, pp. 93–103; Mintz, Sweetness, pp. 109–50.
18 See, for example, Ward, ‘Reinterpreting’, pp. 400–14.
19 Thirsk, ‘Economic policy’, pp. 125–30; McKendrick, ‘Consumer revolution’; McCracken, Culture, pp. 96–

103; Weatherill, Consumer behaviour; Shammas, Pre-industrial consumer; Fine and Leopold, World of consumption,
p. 125.

20 Horrell, ‘Home demand’, pp. 561–7; Hudson, Industrial revolution, p. 88.
21 Riello, Cotton, pp. 112–20, 134.
22 Eversley, ‘Home market’, pp. 255–9.
23 See, for example, Allen and Weisdorf, ‘Was there an “industrious revolution”?’.
24 Schön, Från hantverk; idem, ‘Konsumtion av industriprodukter’ (for English reference, see idem, Economic

history, pp. 46–72); Bruland, British technology.
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countries being poor and sparsely populated.25 In the case of some products, such
as coffee, tea, sugar,26 and cotton,27 consumption patterns changed rapidly. In
other cases, changes in consumption seem to have been more bound to certain
social groups, or to have been reshaped in different social and cultural contexts.
Consumption could be used to differentiate or to form a bond between individuals
in society.28

Used clothes were an integral part of consumption and an important component
of the second-hand market in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
increasing supply of new fabrics and clothes in the wake of industrialization
meant that second-hand markets could be expected to become less important
if the supply of goods matched demand. However, hoarding and later sale of goods
affected distribution and value, depending on the cultural and economic context.29

Several studies have confirmed that, even in the nineteenth century, the second-
hand market remained lively and extensive in most parts of Europe.30 According
to Fontaine, the second-hand clothes market was one of the largest markets in
Europe at the time, and Roche has estimated that, before industrialization, more
individuals were occupied as second-hand dealers and resellers in France than in
making new clothing.31 Toplis suggests that the number of drapers in British towns
increased less than the population in the early nineteenth century. As a result, the
numbers of second-hand dealers grew.32

In pre-industrial times, second-hand trade at auctions was a flourishing business
in many places. It was a marketplace for a wide range of objects, from linen, clothes,
home utensils, and furniture to tools and agricultural machines. The line between
new and old was often blurred. The auction was also a place where the buyers could
be both consumers and retailers. For example, cloth brokers bought second-hand
clothes at auctions for resale. Auction houses in the towns and auctioneers in the
countryside sold the estates of the deceased as well as goods left on consignment.
Objects were sold as a way to give heirs their share of the inheritance, or to realize
assets. Merchants also sold off goods as a way of avoiding storage and transport
costs. Specialized retailing and the practice of ‘going shopping’ were, in most parts
of Europe, still innovations exclusive to cities. During the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, however, English auctions seem to have become less
important as a marketplace, and this trend was also apparent in the Netherlands.
The Swedish auction trade, by contrast, remained relatively extensive even after
the middle of the nineteenth century.33

25 Schön, Från hantverk; Bruland, British technology; Hutchison, In the doorway.
26 Ahlberger, Konsumtionsrevolutionen; Rönnbäck, Commerce and colonization.
27 Schön, Från hantverk; Jonsson, Marknadens väv; Bruland, British technology.
28 See, for example, Ilmakunnas, Säädynmukaista; Cristiansen, ‘Peasant adaption’; Ulväng, Klädekonomi;

Rasmussen, Skräddaren.
29 Scitovsky, ‘Towards a theory’. See also van Damme, ‘Second-hand trade’.
30 Lemire, ‘Consumerism’; eadem, Fashion’s favourite; eadem, Business; Charpy, ‘Scope’; Styles, ‘Clothing the

north’; Lambert, ‘Cast-off wearing’; Flavin, ‘Consumption’; Stobart and Hann, ‘Retailing’; Stobart and van
Damme, ‘Modernity’; Stöger, ‘Urban markets’.

31 Fontaine, ‘Exchange’, p. 98; Roche, La culture, pp. 328, 344.
32 Toplis, ‘Illicit trade’.
33 Cohen, ‘Auction system’, p. 504; Stobart, ‘In and out’; Charpy, ‘Auction house’; van Damme, ‘Lure’;

Murhem et al., ‘Auktioner etableras’, pp. 29–41; Ulväng and Lilja, ‘Säljarna’, p. 102; Sandgren, ‘För allt vad
heligt’.
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Studies have shown that the urban second-hand market in Europe was highly
differentiated in terms of both goods and customers.34 According to Lemire,
second-hand trade persisted until the 1870s as a common and convenient source of
textiles and clothing in working-class areas and rural regions of England.35 In more
peripheral parts of Europe, studies show that domestic production and imports
could not meet the demand. As a result, middle-ranking households dominated
among customers at auctions until the mid-nineteenth century.36 Evidently, over
time, the pattern of consumption shifted towards a larger share of less affluent
buyers at auctions.

When industrialization made new and fashionable clothes affordable to the lower
classes, the demand for second-hand clothing decreased.37 The value of textiles
and clothes as assets to wear and reuse was dependent on quality, wear, fashion,
and norms regarding cleanliness. Cultural norms, such as thrift being regarded
as a virtue, extend the life cycle of an object, while altered attitudes to used
goods as ‘dirty’ stigmatize the handling of them and could have a huge influence
on demand.38 On the other hand, the spread of sewing machines to households
provided new opportunities to alter and re-sew garments at home. This may have
made the decrease in demand and the fall in prices for used goods less dramatic.

Up to the late nineteenth century, objects were most often valued on the basis of
the quality of the materials and the skill used in making them.39 Only visibly worn
garments were regarded as used. Second-hand status referred to appearance and
condition, rather than whether the object had been used before.40 The distinction
between new and used objects is of great importance for the present study. In this
article, ‘new’ refers simply to an item that had not been used before.

II

During the first half of the nineteenth century, new textile qualities and fabrics,
such as light cotton for sheets and underwear, calicoes for dresses, and thicker
moleskin for trousers, were introduced in Sweden. Mechanized cotton mills were
established in the 1830s, and factory-made cotton textiles became popular early on
among Swedish households. The sharp decline in cotton prices in the 1840s gave
further momentum to this development and more groups in society could now
afford to consume more textiles. A desire for home textiles, including sheets and
napkins, as well as new fashions in underwear and underskirts probably spurred
a rise in demand.41 The economic boom of the mid-1850s served, according to
Schön, as an introduction to the market and a breakthrough for Swedish textile

34 See, for example, Charpy, ‘Scope’; Blondé and van Damme, ‘Retail growth’; van Damme and Vermoesen,
‘Second-hand consumption’; Ulväng and Lilja, ‘Säljarna’; Ulväng, ‘Varorna’.

35 Lemire, ‘Consumerism’. See also Lambert, ‘Cast-off wearing’, p. 5.
36 Vainio-Korhonen, ‘Handicrafts’; Murhem, ‘Den glömda konsumtionen’; Nenadic, ‘Middle-rank consumers’.
37 Lemire, ‘Consumerism’.
38 See, for example, Lemire, Business, pp. 97–105; Pennell, ‘Making the bed’, pp. 38–41; Strasser, Waste;

Zimring, ‘Dirty work’; Charpy, ‘Scope’.
39 Nenadic, ‘Middle-rank consumers’, pp. 135–9; Lemire, Business; pp. 97–9; Stöger, ‘Urban markets’, p. 220.
40 Wottle, ‘What’s new?’, p. 125.
41 Schön, ‘Textilfabrikernas uppkomst’; idem, Från hantverk, p. 39; Jonsson, Marknadens väv, pp. 180–92;

Ulväng, Klädekonomi.
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Figure 1. Value added and total output in Swedish textiles/clothing production 1835–
1900, per capita
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
Notes: Home production is estimated according to Schön’s calculations for 1831–40, 1841–50, 1851–60, and 1861–70 regarding
the relationship between home- and factory-produced textiles. Estimates for 1875, 1885, and 1895 are based on the assumption
that home production increased but made up a gradually falling share (20, 15, and 10%, respectively) of total production up to
1900. Values reported in constant 1910/12 Kronor.
Sources: Schön, Historiska nationalräkenskaper för Sverige: industri och hantverk 1800–1980, pp. 304–5; idem, Från hantverk, p. 38;
Schön and Krantz, Swedish historical national accounts, tab. XIV, ‘Deflators’, p. 10; Historical Statistics, tabs. 2 and 3, pp. 44–6.

production, with mass-produced fabrics replacing or supplementing home-based
production for the market or one’s own use for much of the population.42

In this section we estimate the development of the supply of textiles and clothing
produced in Sweden. Supply is related to population growth and calculated from
figures on production in industry and within households. For the period up to
1870, the figure for households is based on Schön’s estimate of the value of home
production.43 For 1870–1900, our estimate is based on an assumption that home
production continued to rise, but only slowly. The decrease could have been even
faster.

Figure 1 shows that the value of textile/clothing production per capita increased
dramatically from the 1830s up to the middle of the nineteenth century. In the
1850s and 1860s, mechanized production increased only slowly, while home
production decreased.44 As a consequence, total production per capita was at the
same level in the 1860s as it had been in the 1840s. Production per capita increased
from the 1870s, and even faster from the 1890s. The conclusion is that, at the end
of the nineteenth century, the average consumer could consume textiles/clothing
with a value twice that seen at mid-century, but that during certain periods growth
in production and consequently in supply had been rather slow.

For much of the nineteenth century, buying new items was time-consuming and
not an easy task in small towns and rural areas of Sweden. The distribution of
goods was limited by regulations, and improvements in transportation were slow.

42 Schön, Economic history, pp. 108–9.
43 Schön, Från hantverk, p. 38.
44 Ibid.
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A network of steamboats was established on the canals and around the coasts, but
the interior was left with slow overland transport until the 1870s, when railways
were built more extensively.45

After the introduction of the Freedom of Trade Act in 1846, there was no
longer strict regulation regarding who was allowed to produce and sell new textiles
and clothes. The Act also permitted the establishment of shops in rural areas
beyond a 30-kilometre radius of a town, but not until after the 1864 Freedom
of Trade Act was trade entirely free.46 Even in the 1860s, specialization in the
organization of trade in Sweden was very low compared with more developed and
densely populated parts of western Europe, such as England, France, and the
Low Countries.47 Conditions did, however, improve during the second half of the
century. Between 1865 and 1900 the number of retailers grew by 140 per cent in
towns, but by 240 per cent in the countryside.48

Even after the reform of 1846, though, most ready-made goods traded in towns
were still made by tailors or imported. After 1864, clothing destined for the urban
market also became more common in rural shops and consequently appeared in
the wardrobes of the peasantry. Production of ready-made coats for men began
in the 1870s, while factory-made clothing, mainly working clothes, expanded
from the 1880s onwards. Some of the companies concerned offered women’s and
children’s wear. Wool weaving was mechanized, and shirt factories were established
in the 1880s.49 At this time, clothes became a more important category of goods
sold by merchants and traders than fabric.50 Mechanized production and speedy
distribution networks both expanded, making consumption possible for a larger
share of the population.

III

Between 1850 and 1900, the Swedish population increased by 50 per cent, from
3.4 million to 5.1 million, despite substantial emigration.51 This means that, ceteris
paribus, the demand for textiles/clothes would also have grown by 50 per cent.
In addition, from 1880 onwards, industrialization and emigration led to fast-
increasing wages. At the turn of the twentieth century, real wages for workers
were twice as high as in 1850, and at approximately the same level as in Britain.52

This meant that, as income increased and distribution improved, factory-made
goods came within reach of a growing proportion of the population, but of
course spending power differed among socio-economic groups.53 For Sweden,
Myrdal, an economist, estimated the share of workers’ budgets spent on clothes
and shoes at approximately 10 per cent in 1865 and 12–13 per cent in 1890.

45 Schön, Economic history, pp. 71, 97.
46 Wottle, ‘What’s new?’, p. 26; Schön, Economic history, p. 51.
47 Jonsson and Sandgren, ‘Städer’.
48 Sandgren, Åt var och en efter behov?, p. 171.
49 Gårdlund, Industrialismens samhälle, pp. 125–34.
50 Sandgren, Åt var och en efter behov?, p. 138.
51 Historical Statistics, tabs. 2 and 3, pp. 44–6.
52 Söderberg, ‘Long-term trends’, pp. 474–5; O’Rourke and Williamson, ‘Open economy’, p. 179.
53 Schön, Från hantverk; Ulväng, Klädekonomi.
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Figure 2. Total net imports of textiles, new and used clothing, yarn, and raw materials,
1835–1900, per capita
Notes: Two separate series were constructed, including data that are not fully comparable. The 1835–70 period includes yarn and
raw materials, while 1871–1900 does not. Values reported in constant 1910/12 Kronor.
The presence of the category ‘second-hand clothes’ in foreign trade records from 1839 suggests increasing imports from this time
onwards. However, changes to tariffs in 1855 resulted in second-hand clothes only appearing in the records as ‘travellers’ clothing’
(resandes kläder). In the 1890s, they were once again categorized as ‘second-hand clothes’.
Sources: Schön, Historiska nationalräkenskaper för Sverige: utrikeshandel 1800–2000, tab. VIIb, ‘Swedish exports of merchandise
from sectors and branches of origin in current prices 1800–1955’, and tab. VIIc, ‘Imports 1800–1955’. Sector of origin at current
prices: BiSOS F. Sveriges utrikes handel och sjöfart 1828–1857; BiSOS F. Utrikes handel och sjöfart, 1871–1900; BiSOS E. Inrikes
sjöfart och handel 1858–1910; Schön and Krantz, ‘Swedish historical national accounts 1560–2010’, tab. XIV, ‘Deflators’, p. 10;
Historical Statistics, tabs. 2 and 3, pp. 44–6.

These figures correspond quite well to those for the period in Norway and
England.54

In the following, we discuss whether insufficient supply and increasing demand
for textiles/clothing are discernible in an analysis of international trade. By
definition, the gap between domestic demand and domestic production is met
by net imports. Changes in tariffs and the trade in clothes and access to special
qualities of textiles, yarn, and cotton were important for what was imported and
what was produced within the country.55 Tariffs on yarn and textiles had been
introduced with the customs reform of 1816. The ban on imports of woven cotton
fabrics was abandoned in 1856 and, as is shown in figure 2, this led to an increase
in net imports. In the 1860s, general tariff reductions on imported goods were
introduced step by step.56 Despite industrialization in Sweden, the ‘hunger for
cotton’ was difficult to satisfy, not least during the economic boom of the early
1870s.57

Net imports of both new and used clothes increased rapidly, though from a very
low level in the case of the latter. This indicates that domestic production could
not meet demand, despite a favourable trade policy at this time (figure 2). High

54 Myrdal, Wages, pp. 118, 138; Jonsson and Runefelt, ‘Konsumtion’, p. 324; Clothing/shoes claimed 13% of
workers’ household resources in Norway in 1906/7, and 6–16% of English workers’ budgets. Hutchison, In the
doorway, pp. 137–8; Weatherill, Consumer behaviour, pp. 112–36.

55 Jonsson, Marknadens väv, p. 204.
56 Gårdlund, Industrialismens samhälle, p. 43; Jonsson, Marknadens väv, pp. 67–8.
57 Gårdlund, Industrialismens samhälle, p. 45. It should be remembered that smuggling occurred.
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Figure 3. Index of estimated supply and estimated demand for textiles and clothing,
1830–1900, per capita
Notes: Demand = real wages for labourers x number of inhabitants in Sweden aged 15–64. Supply = total production (including
estimated home production) + net imports of new textiles and clothing. Values reported in constant 1910/12 Kronor.
Sources: Söderberg, ‘Long-term trends’, pp. 474–5; Historical Statistics; Schön, Historiska nationalräkenskaper för Sverige: industri
och hantverk 1800–1980, pp. 304–5; idem, Historiska nationalräkenskaper för Sverige: utrikeshandel 1800–2000, tab. VIIc, ‘Imports
1800–1955’, and tab. VIIb, ‘Swedish exports of merchandise from sectors and branches’; idem, Från hantverk, p. 38.

tariffs on trade up to the mid-1850s had made imports of new textiles and clothing
expensive and fairly limited. Between 1840 and 1855, the value of imports of used
clothing (not subject to duty during this period) amounted to approximately 70 per
cent of that of total imports of new clothes (figure 2). The latter rose sharply during
the second half of the century as a result of lower tariffs, while imports of second-
hand clothes, bed linen, and bedding increased only slowly. When higher tariffs
on new clothes were once again introduced in 1892,58 the value of such imports
decreased. Instead, the value of net imports of second-hand clothes increased. This
confirms that used clothes functioned as a substitute for new ones.

In an attempt to make a rough estimate of how consumption of textiles and
clothing per capita developed from 1830 to 1900, total supply (total production
including home production plus net imports of new textiles and clothing) and
total demand (real wages for labourers multiplied by the number of inhabitants
aged 15–64) were calculated. If we assume that the share spent on clothing was
constant over time, and that the base year of 1900 is a point of equilibrium, the
overall supply grew more than demand. Figure 3 shows that domestic production
and net imports did not grow as fast as demand until the 1870s. This situation
probably had a positive effect on second-hand trade and prices, and could have
been even greater if home production decreased more than estimated. From the
1870s to the mid-1880s, supply grew as fast as or faster than demand. Then once
again the growth of supply decreased, probably owing to higher tariffs on imports
of new goods.59 This could explain why imports of second-hand clothing increased
in the late 1890s (figure 2).

58 BiSOS F. Utrikes handel och sjöfart, 1871–1900; Bohlin, ‘Tariff protection’, pp. 15, 19, 26.
59 Bohlin, ‘Tariff protection’, pp. 19, 26.
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Another way to estimate demand is to include assumptions about the growing
share of household budgets spent on clothing in calculations. An increase from 10 to
12–13 per cent between 1850 and 1900 (mentioned above) would result in an even
steeper positive demand curve than is shown in figure 3 and a situation where supply
was more or less insufficient for the whole period from 1830 to 1900. Moreover,
this estimate would show a demand more than three times (336 per cent) greater
in 1900 than in 1850, while figure 3 indicates a somewhat smaller increase (300
per cent). The hypothesis is that second-hand textiles and clothing continued to be
important alternatives for consumption even at the end of the nineteenth century.
To test this hypothesis, and to explain the development over time, a case study
was made of the auction trade on a local market. The rest of this article analyses
how demand for second-hand textiles and clothing was affected by increasing real
wages and improvements in production and distribution from 1830 to 1900.

IV

Between 1850 and 1900, the population of Västerås increased from 3,780 to
11,999.60 Most inhabitants were active in trade and handicrafts. Trade and
transport had developed during the nineteenth century, and sailing and steamboat
traffic had been supplemented with rail transport in the 1870s. At the end of the
century, the inhabitants of Västerås were engaged in a brisk domestic trade, as well
as overseas commerce, primarily with Russia, Finland, and Denmark.61 The last
decade of the century saw rapid industrialization and urbanization.62 The main
industry in Västerås was mechanical engineering, but there was some production
of shirts and coats, as well as a knitted-goods industry from the 1870s. Besides
this, eight master tailors provided the population with clothes in the 1880s; in fact,
the same number as had been working in the town in the 1830s.63 It is likely that
demand had to be met by purchases outside the town and through other channels.

Local trade was registered in trade directories (handelskalendrar), and trade in
new goods was mainly organized by merchants and traders. More than 70 traders
were officially registered as active in Västerås in the 1880s. Few of them, however,
specialized in the retailing of textiles. As in most towns in Sweden at this time, the
supply of trade and services was very limited.64 Purchases took place primarily at
markets, through itinerant trade carried on by pedlars and petty traders in streets
and squares, and in shops.65 Consequently, even at the end of the nineteenth
century there were few highly specialized, high-end businesses where the gentry
could keep up with fashion.

60 Nilsson, Historisk tätortsstatistik, p. 21.
61 Landsarkivet i Uppsala (Regional State Archives in Uppsala; hereafter LAU), GII:5, Tullkammaren i Västerås,

periodiska redovisningar 1885.
62 Collin, ‘Handel’.
63 Riksarkivet (National Archives), Stockholm (hereafter RA), Board of Trade, Annual Reports, 1860–85,

Kommerskollegii, handel och hantverk, Kommerskollegium, Kammarkontoret, Årsberättelser, Annual Report,
1885. According to calculations from the Finnish town of Turku in 1800, this was fewer than the estimated 25
master tailors needed for a town of Västerås’s size in the 1830s. Vainio-Korhonen, ‘Handicrafts’, p. 44; Historical
Statistics.

64 Jonsson and Sandgren, ‘Städer’.
65 Montelius, Västerås; Collin, ‘Handel’. See also Sandgren, Åt var och en efter behov?; Jonsson, Marknadens

väv. It is not possible to distinguish either the influx to towns of home-produced clothes and textiles from the
countryside, or the number of tradesmen in the countryside, as this trade rarely left any traces in the records.
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Thus, there were several ways to meet the demand for textiles and clothes. Home
production was in general a less expensive alternative to buying from local tailors
or merchants, but the quality could vary, as could the supply of raw materials.
Inheriting clothing and exchanging clothes with relatives and friends were common
practices.66 Other sources of second-hand goods were cloth brokers and auction
sales. Trade in used garments was one of a few areas of petty trade in the streets,
from stalls or small shops, reserved for ‘needy women’.67 Four out of six new cloth
brokers in Västerås in the 1870s and 1880s were female. One of the males was a
labourer who intended to do business in his apartment, the other an old tailor who
aimed to sell both new and used clothes.68 However, trade in new and second-hand
goods was regulated separately, and it was illegal for drapers to sell both new and
used clothes.69

Auction houses, established in Swedish towns from the late seventeenth century,
were important institutions founded to meet people’s need to convert assets into
money, and also made possible the division of marital property and the distribution
of estates. Hence, it was crucial that auctions were carried out in a way that inspired
confidence. In towns, magistrates gave one auction house a monopoly, while in the
countryside trustworthy persons were chosen as auctioneers.70 This trade was the
most vital part of the second-hand market in Sweden, even at the end of the
nineteenth century, and textiles and clothes were among the commonest objects
sold.71

In Västerås, the auction house established in 1720 (Västerås auktionskammare)
was a key outlet for second-hand goods and an important supplier, not least, for
itinerant and petty trade in second-hand objects in and outside the town. As has
been recognized in studies from other parts of Europe, auctions were an important
source for individuals seeking to purchase items to patch and alter and later resell
on the second-hand market.72

Swedish auction houses used open ascending-bid auctions, also called open
English auctions, in which the objects for sale were put up for bidding. The
auctioneer accepted increasingly high bids from the floor and the price increased
until only one bidder remained. The last bidder received the object at the final
and highest price. Potential bidders could easily become relatively well informed
about the quantity and quality of objects to be auctioned.73 The Västerås auction
house advertised forthcoming sales on posters and, from the later decades of
the nineteenth century, through advertisements in the local press (Västerås Läns
Tidningar, hereafter VLT ). Besides stating when the auction was to be held, these
advertisements sometimes also indicated who the main seller was, the character of

66 Ulväng, Klädekonomi, pp. 104–10, 113–17.
67 Women who were judged by local authorities to be in need of incomes were allowed to trade in second-hand

clothes; Wottle, ‘What’s new?’
68 RA, Board of Trade, Annual Reports, 1860–85, Kommerskollegii, handel och hantverk, Kommerskollegium,

Kammarkontoret, Årsberättelser, Annual Report, 1885.
69 Cloth brokers’ businesses were not regulated by the Freedom of Trade Acts; Wottle, ‘What’s new?’
70 This monopoly was protected even after 1864, probably because the auction trade was considered important

and also provided revenue for the towns; Murhem et al., ‘Auktioner etableras’, pp. 32–41.
71 Ulväng, ‘Auktioner’, pp. 61–90; Lilja, Murhem, and Ulväng, ‘Indispensable market’, pp. 194–7.
72 Stöger, ‘Urban markets’, pp. 211–18; van Damme, ‘Second-hand trade’, pp. 192, 196; Ulväng and Lilja,

‘Säljarna’, pp. 110–11.
73 See also van Damme, ‘Second-hand trade’, pp. 198–9.
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Table 1. Number of auctions, number of items and total value of textiles/clothing sold,
and total value of all sales at the Västerås auction house, 1837–98

Year
No. of

auctions
No. of items of
textiles/clothing

Sum total of
textiles/clothing sold (SEK)

Sum total of all auction
sales (SEK)

1837 123 2,177 5,642 19,298
1838 138 1,738 4,336 27,397
1839 128 1,842 4,763 27,239

1857 251 3,712 7,988 38,847
1858 198 1,999 9,105 63,289
1859 250 2,359 9,876 93,817

1873 270 3,075 12,085 51,413
1874 350 4,139 19,121 95,434
1875 294 2,532 11,987 41,472

1883 269 3,689 12,165 52,165
1884 242 2,543 6,003 36,583
1885a 79 1,056 5,101 17,618

1898b 75 1,911 7,110 19,965
Total 2,667 32,772 115,282 584,537

Note: a Jan. to April. b Jan. to Nov. Values reported in constant 1914 Kronor.
Sources: The database contains information from LAU, GI:1–4, GIII:1–2, Västerås auktionskammares arkiv, 1837–9, 1857–9,
1873–5, 1883–5, and 1898; Edvinsson and Söderberg, ‘Evolution of Swedish consumer prices’, pp. 446–7.

the auction (the estate of a deceased person or a bankruptcy sale),74 what types of
goods were going to be sold, and whether they could be inspected beforehand.75

At these auctions, individual items were also put up for sale by private sellers. All
in all, this made the town auction a more transparent second-hand market than
the trade in larger cities, even though, in Västerås too, information on both quality
and wear and tear was asymmetric.

As in other parts of western and central Europe, the auction trade was regular,
with sales held almost daily.76 In the 1830s, the Västerås auction house held on
average two or three auctions every week, and they became more frequent after the
middle of the century (table 1). In the 1870s, there were on average six per week.
If the average of two weekly sales in 1898 is a correct observation for the closing
years of the century, it would indicate that auctions had by then lost some of their
attractiveness. A large number of people from Västerås and its surroundings bought
and sold at these auctions. Sellers were mostly better-off individuals belonging to
the high or middle socio-economic group.77 Even in the late nineteenth century, the
wealthier sections of the population were over-represented among sellers (especially
in the case of estate sales). This was not surprising, as less wealthy people seldom
had assets worth selling.

Over time, textiles and clothing increased their share of the total value of goods
sold. However, there were considerable differences between years. Textiles/clothing

74 New goods were sold at auctions as a way to realize traders’ stock-in-trade when they went bankrupt.
Compulsory auctions by order of a court were excluded from the study, as they included both second-hand and
new objects.

75 This was recommended in the Auctions Ordinance; Murhem et al., ‘Auktioner etableras’, p. 34.
76 van Damme, ‘Second-hand trade’; Stöger, ‘Urban markets’, p. 218.
77 The high and middle socio-economic groups made up 85% of all sellers in the 1850s and 1870s, and 60% in

the 1880s and in 1898.
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Table 2. Share and price of textiles/clothing sold by type of auction, Västerås auction
house, 1837–98

Estates of deceased persons Individual items put up for sale Bankruptcy sales

Period
Share of
lots (%)

Average price
(SEK)

Share of
lots (%)

Average price
(SEK)

Share of
lots (%)

Average price
(SEK)

1830s 48 2.96 33 2.92 19 3.46
1850s 44 3.15 21 3.47 35 3.40
1870s 37 3.95 50 3.24 13 3.89
1880s 33 3.50 52 2.47 15 2.67
1898 56 2.52 36 3.03 8 3.86

Sources: See tab. 1. Values reported in constant 1914 Kronor.

accounted for 14 per cent of goods sold by value in the 1850s, around 23 per cent
in the 1870s and 1880s, and 36 per cent in 1898 (table 1). Together with similar
results from earlier studies,78 this suggests that, even at the end of the century, these
objects were among the most frequently traded goods at Swedish auctions. All in
all, the number of items traded in auctions and the total value of textiles/clothes
sold were highest in the 1870s, but then decreased.

Most items sold at auction originated from the estates of deceased persons or
were individual goods put up for sale by private sellers, while bankruptcy sales
made up a smaller share for most years (table 2). From this point on, bankruptcy
sales will not be included in the study, as they often included new goods, as is
indicated by the higher prices these sales (see appendix table A2).

The share of auction sales accounted for by clothes increased over time.
Approximately half the articles of second-hand textiles or clothing put up for sale
as individual items at the Västerås auction house from the 1870s onwards consisted
of clothes. Some 15 per cent of the textiles were bedding, while around 8 per cent
were furnishing or decorative textiles (curtains, rugs and carpets, furniture covers,
and so on). Items for the linen cupboard (sheets, tablecloths, towels, table napkins,
and so on) made up one-fifth of the textiles in the 1870s and also in the 1880s, but
only one-seventh in 1898. Other textiles sold consisted mostly of fabrics.

Our study of the auction trade in Västerås shows that average prices for textiles/
clothing increased up to the 1870s, but subsequently fell (table 2). It thus seems
as if the supply of new and imported goods matched consumer demand better
after the 1870s, adversely affecting the market for second-hand goods (figure 3).
However, this negative effect varied depending on the quality and the amount of
wear. Prices were also affected by later standardization and inadequate supply. The
fall in average prices was especially marked for underwear, dresses, and shirts after
the 1870s (figure 4). These products were mostly cotton or a cotton/linen mix (and
hence less durable). Underwear and shirts were also produced in the pioneering
mechanized clothing industry.79 Advertisements for new shirts in 1883 showed an
average price of SEK 3,80 a sum that only a few better second-hand shirts were
sold for at this time (figure 4).

78 See, for example, Ulväng, ‘Varorna’.
79 Riello, Cotton, pp. 116, 126–30; Styles, Dress, pp. 127–32.
80 VLT, 10 Nov. 1883.
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Figure 4. Box plots showing the spread of prices (quartiles and outliers) and the number
of observations for some of the commonest articles of second-hand clothing at the Västerås
auction house, 1837–98
Notes: Bankruptcy sale is excluded. Values reported in constant 1914 Kronor.
Sources: See tab. 1.

As second-hand value fell, group lots became more common over time. Second-
hand clothes sold as single items commanded considerably higher prices than those
sold as a pair or, more rarely, as three or more items.81 This means that some of

81 In the case of trousers, for instance, group lots accounted for 44% (1830s), 33% (1850s), 61% (1870s), 68%
(1880s), and 51% (1898) of total sales.
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the prices in the lower range are an average of two or more items sold, making it
harder to estimate the true range in prices. Here we have used the assumption that
the average price applies to both items in a pair (see appendix table A2).

The second-hand value of more durable, high-quality tailor-made trousers and
woollen coats appearing in auctions remained more stable. This helped to keep
median prices quite high, even during the last decades of the nineteenth century
(figure 4). Unredeemed pawned goods from the local pawnbrokers, such as woollen
coats and trousers, which appeared more commonly in auctions in the 1880s and
in 1898, were often sold one by one at high prices. Exclusive tailored dresses
and aprons in silk also fetched good prices. A comparison of second-hand prices
with those of new goods reveals little difference between prices in bankruptcy
sales (table 2) and those for merchandise advertised in the local newspaper. In
1883, a new but ordinary coat was advertised for the price of SEK 10 at the
local draper’s shop. Aprons were sold for SEK 0.50 and underwear for SEK 0.90,
indicating that, at this time, new mass-produced and standardized goods were sold
for approximately the same prices as items sold in auctions.82

To conclude, falling and converging prices for most second-hand textiles/clothing
can be discerned at the auctions after the 1870s. More durable woollen goods and
silk products retained their value for longer, while the second-hand value of skirts,
shirts, and underwear was lower and declined. Decreasing second-hand prices
may have been due to a growing supply of new and used objects in more ‘delicate’
fabrics or of lower quality, and consequently less durable. A larger share of low-
priced sales in pairs or groups over time indicates that this was the case at the
auctions in Västerås. Poor individuals normally owned only a few garments and, as
these clothes therefore quickly wore out, they had to find new ones to wear. Styles
concludes that buying second-hand items was a good solution, but that these did
not last as long as new ones and the frequency with which replacements had to be
acquired therefore increased.83

V

When the numbers of items of textiles/clothing sold in auctions is related to
the population of Västerås, it becomes clear that, over time, fewer people used
this second-hand market (table 3). In the 1870s, on average, one item of
textiles/clothing per year was sold for every adult in the town. In the 1880s and
in 1898, the corresponding figures were around one item every two years and
every three years, respectively. In the 1870s, the average sum spent per adult
corresponded to 19 hours’ work for a male industrial worker. In the 1880s, it
corresponded to 10 hours of work, and in 1898 to three hours.84 Thus, at the turn
of the century the auction house had become a less important source for purchases
of textiles/clothing, at the same time as second-hand textiles/clothing commanded
far more reasonable prices on average in relation to a worker’s income. Styles has
shown for late eighteenth-century England that ordinary people possessed a mix
of clothes of different qualities, and that most succeeded in acquiring at least some

82 VLT, 10 Nov. 1883.
83 Styles, Dress, pp. 82–3.
84 Bagge, Lundberg, and Svennilson, Wages, p. 260.
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Table 3. Average number of items sold and average sum spent on textiles/clothing per
adult inhabitant of Västerås per year at the Västerås auction house, 1837–98

Textiles/clothing per adult in Västerås 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

Average no. of items 0.94 1.08 0.94 0.60 0.33
Average sum spent (SEK) 2.41 3.61 4.20 2.75 1.21

Notes: Children and the elderly have been excluded from the estimates, as it may be assumed that children mostly received siblings’
or relatives’ textiles/clothing and the elderly consumed used or donated items. In the second half of the century, one-third of
the population were less than 15 years of age, while more than 6 per cent were older than 65. Values reported in constant 1914
Kronor.
Sources: Tab. 1; Nilsson, Historisk tätortsstatistik.

items of clothing over the year. According to him, ‘the effort, time and money
ordinary people had to expend to stay decent shaped the relationship between
stocks and flows of clothing’.85

The diversity in type, quality, and price made auctions an attractive market
for a wide variety of consumers, but admission to them was not open to all.
The local newspaper advertisements for the Västerås auction house declared in
1875 that ‘trusted and known buyers are allowed up to three months’ credit’
(‘säkre och kände köpare erhålla tre månaders betalningsanstånd’).86 Thus, to take
part in the bidding, a person had to be considered creditworthy or able to pay
in cash, at a time when ready money was scarce and credit was common in all
economic relations.87 The great majority of purchases were on credit, allowing
between two and four months to pay, and sometimes even longer.88 Payments in
cash for textiles/clothing made up only 3 per cent of sales in the 1850s and 14 per
cent in 1898. These purchases consisted mostly of less expensive items, two-thirds
the average price or less. This indicates that lower socio-economic groups may
have been over-represented among those paying cash. In light of the increasing
population and improvements in communications, a growing share of buyers
must have been unfamiliar to the auctioneers and consequently not considered
creditworthy. Nonetheless, we know that the networks of credit also extended to
servants and crofters in the rural hinterland who were active at auctions in Västerås,
in spite of there being auctioneers working in the countryside.

Despite the thoroughness of the auction house’s bookkeeping, it was not possible
to identify fully the name, title, and home address of all the buyers in the records.
Buyers accounting for about half the total value of goods of all kinds sold in the
1830s and for one-third in 1898 were identified (table 4). The level of identification
was much higher for buyers of textiles and clothing: approximately three-quarters
in the 1830s, and 50 per cent in the second half of the century.

An analysis of the buyers at the auctions shows that both men and women
were active in this role. Men, however, were highly over-represented. Women
accounted for only around 10 per cent of buyers of textiles/clothing up to 1898,
by which time their share had decreased to less than 5 per cent. A handful of the

85 Styles, Dress, pp. 55 and esp. 82.
86 VLT, 1 Feb. 1875.
87 See, for example, Lilja, Marknad; Fontaine, Moral economy; idem, ‘Exchange’; Muldrew, Economy of obligation.
88 Jonsson and Lilja, ‘Strategier’, pp. 480–1.
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Table 4. Share of identified buyers at the
Västerås auction house, 1837–98 (%)

Period
As % of

total sales
As % of sales of
textiles/clothing

1830s 46 77
1850s 40 56
1870s 25 55
1880s 46 43
1898 30 43

Sources: See tab. 1.

Table 5. Share of buyers of textiles/clothing at the Västerås auction house divided
by socio-economic group, 1837–98 (%)

Socio-economic group 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

High 15 9 9 8 0
Middle 52 39 31 31 21
Low 25 17 23 13 23
Unidentified 8 35 37 48 57
Total, % 100 100 100 100 100
N sales 5,757 8,070 9,746 7,288 1,911

Sources: See tab. 1.

women active at the auctions in 1860 were registered as cloth brokers,89 indicating
that their purchases were intended for other parts of the town’s second-hand
market.

It must be remembered that buyers sometimes acted as representatives for others.
Often, recurrent buyers of textile and clothes, both women and men, sent their
servants, but on rare occasions it could be the other way around. On 7 February
1857, Hjulström, a goldsmith, bought 22 napkins for Nilsson, an apprentice.90 The
records show that buying through representatives rarely occurred at the auctions
studied, and that it more or less disappeared after the middle of the century.91 This
may have been a consequence of better communications and improving legal rights
for women.

Sales at the Västerås auction house attracted all strata of society (table 5).
At textiles/clothing sales, individuals belonging to the highest socio-economic
group—nobility, capitalists, persons of rank, and wholesale merchants—were
greatly over-represented in relation to their proportion of the population. Even
in the 1880s, counts, doctors, factory managers, bishops, and a dean all purchased
second-hand textiles and/or clothing at auctions. Their presence in this market
indicates that used goods, even for those with the funds to buy new ones, were an
attractive choice in a medium-sized Swedish town. By 1898, however, this group

89 RA, Board of Trade, Annual Reports, 1860–85, Kommerskollegii, handel och hantverk, Kommerskollegium,
Kammarkontoret, Årsberättelser, Annual Report, 1860. It was particularly difficult to determine the socio-
economic group of women, since they are mostly referred to in the auction records as a widow, wife, or daughter.

90 The period of credit lasted until 1 April the same year. LAU, GI:1–4, GIII:1–2, Västerås auktionskammares
arkiv, 7 Feb. 1857. Nilsson bought with the help of a representative on 14 Sept. 1859.

91 It was noted in fewer than 100 transactions.
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had disappeared completely as buyers. Thus, buying second-hand textiles and
clothes in their home town was no longer an obvious choice for individuals who
both could afford and had access to a growing ‘territory’, where they could find
new consumer goods more easily.

At auctions during the first half of the nineteenth century, the middle socio-
economic group predominated. As late as the 1880s, merchants, master artisans,
lower-level civil servants, and peasant farmers still made up a large, though
declining, share of buyers of textiles and clothes (table 5). In this group we can
discern both individuals who bought second-hand goods for their own use and
those who may be assumed to have purchased items for resale. The latter were
recurrent buyers who spent large sums. Some, for example, were civil servants
seemingly supplementing their salary by trading in second-hand textiles/clothing.
In 1839, Dillmar, a Crown bailiff (kronobefallningsman), and Brinck, a magistrate,
bought items worth a total of SEK 156 and SEK 60, respectively (at constant
prices). Others were tailors and shoemakers who clearly used auctions as an
intermediary market. They accounted for 3–4 per cent of middle-rank purchases
of textiles/clothing at auction, except in the 1880s when their share was twice that
(8 per cent). One of the shoemakers, buying large quantities of second-hand textiles
and clothes, applied for a pedlar’s pass for sales in the countryside. This indicates
that the auction house was a high-end market that supplied pedlars, cloth brokers,
and street vendors with second-hand goods. Some retailers could also be suspected
of breaking the rule about not selling both new and second-hand textiles/clothing,
as they purchased rather large quantities at the auctions.

Roughly 12–25 per cent of buyers at the auctions studied were identified as
workers (table 5). Their total share, however, was probably far larger, since
they may be assumed to be over-represented among the growing proportion of
unidentified persons, who constituted the largest category from the 1870s on. First,
it was more likely that a person doing day labour or employed as a servant would
not have their occupation noted in the auction records, while this was seldom the
case for a businessman or civil servant. Second, over time an increasing proportion
of the objects bought at auctions were paid for in cash. As was argued earlier, it
may be suspected that these buyers were not considered creditworthy.

However, even including some of the unidentified individuals and those paying
cash, the low socio-economic group was still under-represented in 1898 among
buyers at auctions in Västerås. Even at the end of the nineteenth century, many
workers were too poor to purchase more than the most urgent necessities, despite
an increase in their real wages. For these individuals, low and affordable prices
were of the greatest importance in enabling them to dress and provide the most
essential textile goods for their families. In the following section, the items traded
in auctions are examined in detail. What kinds of second-hand textiles and clothing
were in demand among different groups of buyers?

VI

Of the roughly 21,100 items of textiles or clothing sold, where both the seller’s
and the buyer’s title can be identified, a third were bought by someone of the
same socio-economic group, a tenth by someone of higher rank, and the majority
© 2019 The Authors. The Economic History Review published by John Wiley & Sons
Ltd on behalf of Economic History Society.
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by someone of lower rank. Individuals with a high socio-economic position mainly
bought from their own group. Having a chance to buy an object that had belonged to
a wealthy person was attractive for most socio-economic classes,92 not least because
such items were often of good quality. Auctions thus provided an opportunity for
fashions and material culture to be passed on to new groups. According to Styles,
clothing revealed differences in living standards between rich and poor.93

Changing demand for second-hand textiles and clothing among different socio-
economic groups in the Västerås auction market is shown in table 6. Textiles have
been divided into wide groups: fabrics, bedding (quilts, pillows, mattresses, and so
on), sheets and other household linen (tablecloths, towels, table napkins, and so
on), home textiles (furnishing/decorative textiles such as curtains, rugs and carpets,
furniture covers, and so on), and others (all other kinds of textile items sold).

Clothes accounted for a large and growing share of auction sales of second-
hand textile goods (table 6). This was the case for all socio-economic groups. The
difference was, however, that clothing became relatively more important for the
lower segment of buyers at the end of the century. This is to be expected. We
know that clothes constituted a larger share of total assets among the lower socio-
economic group than it did for the wealthier. Buying second-hand goods was a
way for the less wealthy consumer to fill a male’s wardrobe with trousers, shirts,
waistcoats, coats, and underwear, and a female’s wardrobe with dresses, aprons,
petticoats, skirts, and shawls.94 During the last decades of the century, increasing
real wages and falling second-hand prices strengthened the purchasing power of
ordinary consumers at auctions. For example, the average sum paid for a dress at
auction could be earned by approximately 13 hours of male industrial work in the
1880s and 10 hours in 1898.95

A growing surplus also often resulted in households demanding more stylish
ready-made clothes, or exclusive quality clothing made of expensive materials.96

Urbanization, improving communications, and, according to Ulväng, increasing
spare time meant that ‘the wardrobe progressed toward a more clear-cut distinction
between clothes for different occasions’.97 Introducing cotton, however, made
the life cycle of garments shorter than for those made of linen or wool. Ulväng
concludes that this increased the turnover of clothing and hastened changes
in fashion.98 Consequently, during the late nineteenth century more clothing
appeared on the second-hand market, but objects were now generally of lower
value.

Fabrics were sold by the metre at auctions. After the middle of the nineteenth
century, the supply of textiles in Sweden increased substantially,99 and some of
them ended up at the Västerås auction house. In the 1870s, fabrics still accounted
for approximately one-quarter of the value of items bought by each of the three
socio-economic groups (table 6). This shows that it was common for households to

92 See also Murhem, Ulväng, and Lilja, ‘Tables’, pp. 211–12.
93 Ulväng, Klädekonomi, p. 48; Styles, Dress, pp. 11, 55.
94 Ulväng, Klädekonomi, pp. 260–81.
95 Bagge et al., Wages, p. 260.
96 Ulväng, Klädekonomi, pp. 87, 166.
97 Ibid., p. 255, also pp. 181, 227.
98 Ibid., p. 174.
99 Schön, Från hantverk.
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Table 6. Share of value accounted for by the various categories of textiles/clothing
bought by different socio-economic groups at the Västerås auction house, 1837–98 (%)

High 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

Clothes 14 8 8 48 0
Sheets and household linen 18 28 18 13 100
Bedding 38 41 37 20 0
Fabrics 23 7 23 1 0
Home textiles 6 13 13 15 0
Other 1 2 1 3 0
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100
N 530 413 440 250 4

Middle 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

Clothes 24 24 32 49 36
Sheets and household linen 14 16 16 16 3
Bedding 31 33 21 14 5
Fabrics 25 22 24 7 51
Home textiles 3 5 6 10 4
Other 3 1 1 4 0
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100
N 2,537 3,049 2,857 2,076 262

Low 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

Clothes 43 38 42 52 62
Sheets and household linen 14 15 11 14 10
Bedding 22 30 19 18 13
Fabrics 19 13 23 11 11
Home textiles 1 3 3 5 4
Other 1 2 1 1 0
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100
N 2,013 1,689 2,525 906 414

Unknown 1830s 1850s 1870s 1880s 1898

Clothes 37 29 34 56 57
Sheets and household linen 2 6 6 7 6
Bedding 18 35 23 15 12
Fabrics 25 11 21 4 17
Home textiles 2 6 6 7 6
Other 16 13 9 12 1
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100
N 677 2,919 3,924 4,056 1,231

Notes: Only goods put up for sale, where both the seller’s and the buyer’s title can be identified, are included.
Sources: See tab. 1.

make their own clothes or, as Spufford and Mee concluded for England, to order
garments from their local tailor or seamstress.100 The second-hand market made
the making of such goods more affordable. However, the total value of fabrics by
the metre traded in auctions decreased at the end of the century.

Before mass production, obtaining bed linen and bedding entailed a large
financial outlay for households. These goods were possessions that were worth
maintaining, as they could have quite a high second-hand value. Pennell has shown

100 Spufford and Mee, Clothing, for example, p. 260.
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for England that household linen of all kinds was desirable. Second-hand bedding
was an attractive good, and expensive bolsters made of feathers, together with
old, more careworn bed linen, were in wide circulation. Emerging concerns about
cleanliness, domestic intimacy, and morality, however, meant that in England these
goods became ever less desirable purchases during the first half of the nineteenth
century.101

As late as the 1870s, approximately 50 per cent of the total value of goods bought
by the high and middle socio-economic groups was accounted for by bedding,
sheets, and other kinds of household linen, and they made up one-third of what
workers paid for at auctions (table 6). These items continued to be attractive, even
to the nobility and persons of rank. In the 1880s, Bishop Billing and Earl Cronstedt
bought pillows, quilts, and sheets from the estate of Bishop Björling. Down objects,
in particular, were very expensive: a down pillow cost SEK 3.25 on average, and
the most expensive ones more than three times that. During the last decades of
the century, however, bedding and household linen made up a decreasing share of
purchases among all socio-economic groups. This was due to an increasing share
of money being spent on home textiles and clothing, but probably also to declining
second-hand prices for bedding, sheets, and other linen. These kinds of goods had
now lost some of their earlier attractiveness at the sales.

Home textiles were one of the smallest categories of goods sold at auction, but one
that grew over time (table 6). According to Ponsonby, for example, these objects
played a part in domesticating homes and making them inviting places.102 As these
kinds of items were probably among the more price-sensitive and susceptible to
being exchanged for other goods, for a long time they were only prioritized by the
wealthier consumers at auctions. However, when real incomes increased and more
workers had homes to decorate,103 they spent money on improving their living
standards and defining their identity in society.104 Nevertheless, the share of the
value of goods sold at auctions accounted for by home textiles was surprisingly
small (table 6).

VII

Sweden was an industrial latecomer, which did not industrialize until the second
half of the nineteenth century. This article has presented estimates showing that, at
the turn of the twentieth century, the average inhabitant in Sweden could consume
domestic-produced textiles and clothing with a real value that was twice what
had been possible half a century earlier. However, a growing supply of mass-
produced goods did not fully match increasing demand among the population.
Inadequate domestic supply was compensated for by foreign trade, but regulations
and high tariffs on imported new textiles and clothing meant that the potential for
international trade was not fully utilized. Instead, imports and internal circulation
of second-hand clothes increased. This means that both the international and the

101 Pennell, ‘Making the bed’.
102 Ponsonby, Stories from home, pp. 1–5.
103 Ulväng, ‘Varorna’, p. 140.
104 Styles, Dress, p. 215.
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domestic supply of used garments were important in meeting the increased demand
for and spending on clothes and textiles.

Auctions were the main distribution channel, with frequent sales in both towns
and countryside. Our in-depth study of a medium-sized town, Västerås, not far
from the more flourishing markets in the capital city and hence with relatively good
access to consumer goods, shows that, despite declining interest from more affluent
sections of society, the second-hand trade in textiles/clothing at auctions was lively
throughout the period studied, 1830–1900. Up to the 1870s, sales of second-hand
clothes and textiles at the auction house increased. As a yearly average, one item of
textiles/clothing was sold for every adult. Given that the average Swedish consumer
at this time, according to our estimates, bought new items to the value of SEK 9.60
and second-hand textiles/clothing worth another SEK 4.20, it becomes clear that
the auction trade increased the capacity to consume by 30 per cent. Subsequently,
turnover at the auctions fell, indicating that these sales had lost some of their
attraction. During the last two decades of the century, the amount sold now only
equated to one item per adult every two or three years, and the amount spent had
fallen too. The average total value of items purchased decreased from the equivalent
of one day’s work for a male industrial worker to just a few hours’ work.

In contrast to the situation in industrialized countries such as Britain and the
Netherlands, Swedish consumers of second-hand textiles/clothing were found, as
late as the 1880s, among all socio-economic groups. At least in towns, auctions
seem to have been a high-end market for second-hand goods. Several of the buyers
were middlemen in the distribution chain, from merchants to pedlars and petty
traders. Among them there were also civil servants who used their economic
knowledge to supplement their incomes by trading in second-hand goods. The
study shows that buyers often bought from sellers of the same or a higher rank.
Using the second-hand market, consumers could achieve their ambition to possess
the elements of a better life more easily.

A downward trend in prices for goods sold at auctions after the 1870s was a
consequence of mass-produced goods made from less durable fabrics such as cotton
and half-woollens now entering the market. Nonetheless, contrary to the trend
in Britain, on the periphery of Europe second-hand items remained important
alternatives for the ordinary consumer at the turn of the twentieth century, even
if, by then, the wealthiest groups had left this market. A distinctly two-tiered
market (proposed by Lemire) and a view of used goods as dirty and stigmatizing
(Strasser, Zimring, Charpy, and Pennell) had not yet developed in Sweden, where
an insufficient supply of consumer goods in the midst of industrialization made
second-hand textiles and clothing necessary to meet growing consumer demand.105

Trade and distribution networks improved only slowly, with a low degree of
specialization. It thus required some effort to purchase new goods.

The character of trade on the auction market changed in more than one
way. Although second-hand goods remained attractive for longer in Sweden than
elsewhere, the demand for different kinds of items changed over time. At the turn of
the twentieth century, more new merchandise was in circulation as industrialization
and trade entered a more mature stage. Consumer preferences shifted towards

105 Lemire, ‘Consumerism’; Pennell, ‘Making the bed’, pp. 38–41; Strasser, Waste; Zimring, ‘Dirty work’;
Charpy, ‘Scope’.
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manufactured and more delicate fabrics. As late as the 1880s, bedding and
household linen were highly attractive to all socio-economic groups. However,
mass production and the introduction of cotton fabrics resulted in falling average
second-hand prices for bedding, household linen, shirts, and underwear. This
meant that more affluent buyers turned to new production. In 1898 most buyers
of these goods on the second-hand market were workers. These buyers could not
afford to worry about such matters as domestic intimacy and bodily cleanliness,
ideas that had probably also emerged in Sweden by that time.

On the other hand, the second-hand value of clothes—especially those of more
durable types whose production was mechanized relatively late, such as woollen
coats and other fashionable, high-end tailored goods—remained fairly stable. At
the end of the nineteenth century, clothing made up more than half the total value
sold in these auctions. Second-hand trade at auctions was clearly important for
the democratization of consumption. Nonetheless, even in the closing decades of
the nineteenth century, average prices for some second-hand items were almost
as high as for new items, which shows that they kept their value quite well. The
study reveals that quality and condition significantly affected second-hand prices,
a result that is not in line with Riello’s ideas about durability and worth.106

In view of the lively second-hand market for textiles and clothing, general
estimates of consumption trends before and during industrialization have to be
reconsidered. Consumption was much greater than a study of production suggests.
Second-hand trade made increasing consumption possible, even for those with
less money to spend. Auction sales facilitated the filling of wardrobes and linen
cupboards in low-income urban households at the time of the breakthrough of
mass consumption and the ‘consumer revolution’. However, a greater supply of
new merchandise and second-hand goods, slightly decreasing relative prices, and
fewer actors at auctions indicate that, towards the end of the nineteenth century,
the supply of new consumer goods matched demand better.
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Blondé, B. and van Damme, I., ‘Retail growth and consumer changes in a declining urban economy: Antwerp

(1650–1750)’, Economic History Review, 63 (2010), pp. 638–63.
Bohlin, J., ‘Tariff protection in Sweden, 1885–1914’, Scandinavian Economic History Review, 53, 2 (2005),

pp. 7–29.
Bruland, K., British technology and European industrialization: the Norwegian textile industry in the mid nineteenth

century (Cambridge, 1989).
Charpy, M., ‘The scope and structure of the nineteenth-century second-hand trade in the Parisian clothes market’,

in L. Fontaine, ed., Alternative exchanges: second-hand circulations from the sixteenth century to the present (New
York and Oxford, 2008), pp. 127–51.

Charpy, M., ‘The auction house and its surroundings: the trade in antiques and second-hand items in Paris
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Gårdlund, T., Industrialismens samhälle (Stockholm, 1942).
Gilboy, E. W., ‘Demand as a factor in the industrial revolution’, in A. H. Cole, A. L. Dunham, and N. S. B. Gras,

eds., Fact and factors in economic history (Cambridge, Mass., 1932).
Horrell, S., ‘Home demand and British industrialization’, Journal of Economic History, 56 (1996), pp. 561–

604.
Hudson, P., The industrial revolution (1992).
Hutchison, R., In the doorway to development: an enquiry into market oriented structural changes in Norway ca.

1750–1830 (Leiden, 2012).
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Lundqvist, eds., Varans vägar och världar: handel och konsumtion i Skandinavien ca. 1600–1900 (Göteborg, 2007),
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Appendix

Table A1. HISCLASS7 and examples of occupations within the three social groups,
1837–98

HISCLASS7 Social group Examples of occupations

Higher managers and
professionals (1)

1. High (nobility, capitalists,
persons of rank, wholesale
merchants)

Baron, count, bishop, dean,
headmaster, senior lecturer, doctor,
colonel, major, captain, ‘factory
owner’, wholesaler

Lower managers and professionals,
clerical and sales personnel (2)

Foremen and skilled workers (3)
Farmers and fishermen (4)

2. Middle (merchants, artisans,
lower-level servants, peasant
farmers)

Merchant, gardener, restaurateur,
master artisan, builder, teacher,
student, mail clerk, accountant,
factor, foreman, cottager

Lower skilled workers (5)
Unskilled workers (6)
Lower-skilled and unskilled

farmworkers (7)

3. Low (workers) Crofter, tenant farmer, soldier,
journeyman, apprentice, watch, jailer,
warder, musician, midwife, servant,
waiter, sailor, paver, worker

Sources: See tab. 1; Maas and van Leeuwen, ‘Total and relative endogamy’, pp. 280–1.

Table A2. Mean prices for trousers, coats, dresses, and shirts, 1837–98

Mean
total N

Mean excluding
bankruptcy

sales N

Mean bulk sale
excluding

bankruptcy sales N

Mean individual
sale excluding

bankruptcy sales N

Mean excluding
bankruptcy

sales

Trousers
1830s 2.38 193 2.27 165 1.68 98 3.20 67 2.27
1850s 4.10 211 3.60 170 3.19 64 3.88 106 3.60
1870s 5.48 289 5.12 253 4.56 175 5.79 135 5.12
1880s 5.12 217 5.16 199 4.71 149 4.71 50 5.16
1898 4.42 79 4.79 65 4.76 34 4.88 31 4.79

Coat
1830s 4.92 153 4.57 138 3.98 68 5.15 70 4.57
1850s 6.92 182 6.06 152 2.99 63 8.22 89 6.06
1870s 10.53 329 10.38 306 7.68 203 15.74 103 10.38
1880s 8.47 629 9.06 537 8.09 439 13.41 98 9.06
1898 7.97 235 7.53 200 6.72 139 9.75 61 7.53

Dress
1830s 2.17 253 2.17 252 0.77 16 2.21 236 2.17
1850s 2.90 150 2.90 150 – – 2.90 150 2.90
1870s 5.29 213 5.05 201 – – 5.05 201 5.05
1880s 3.44 161 3.44 161 – – 3.44 161 3.44
1898 3.66 31 3.66 31 – – 3.66 31 3.66

Shirt
1830s 1.10 420 1.12 350 1.10 319 1.15 31 1.12
1850s 1.40 777 1.38 634 1.31 613 2.20 21 1.38
1870s 1.49 919 1.46 843 1.44 827 1.77 16 1.46
1880s 1.03 869 0.90 647 0.93 630 1.28 17 0.90
1898 1.17 136 1.15 130 0.94 117 1.58 13 1.15

Sources: See tab. 1. Values reported in constant 1914 Kronor.
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