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Chapter 1: Understanding consumer behaviour
Trade in Europe
Even in prehistoric times, people traded with each other. In the English Lake District a stone axe factory was discovered in the 1930s: the factory, dating from around 4000 BC, produced axes for trade. The axes were sold throughout the UK and Ireland, and some were found as far away as the south of France.
By Phoenician times, trade had increased dramatically. Around 700 BC, Phoenician traders plied the Mediterranean in sophisticated merchant ships, exchanging sandalwood, cedar, pine, fine linen, wine, salt and dried figs in exchange for raw materials such as ivory, papyrus, silk, amber, ostrich eggs and metals. It was the Phoenicians who introduced wine into Egypt, and some successful Phoenician merchants had as many as 50 ships. Naturally, they guarded their trade routes jealously, so they had a military navy to protect their merchant vessels. Phoenician traders also engaged in cross-trade, buying spices and silk from the Far East from Arab caravans and selling them on into Greece and Spain. Some scholars say that the Phoenicians ventured out of the Mediterranean to Britain and even the Americas in search of new trade opportunities. But by far the greatest empire was that developed and conquered by the Persians, from a humble start in what we now know as Southern Iran. From the 6th century BC onwards, the Persians dominated the neighbouring lands from as far east as the Himalayas to the shores of the Aegean sea and Egypt. They had a very welcoming attitude towards new ideas and practices, and were very willing to adapt their own. In fact, Herodotus once wrote, ‘The Persians are greatly inclined to adopt foreign customs’. Of course, such a vast empire would need a very slick administrative system, and indeed the Persians had designed one together with a road network which spanned more than 1,600 miles. Nevertheless, the swiftness of their operations meant that they were able to transmit messages across this range (Human Rights Watch 2014). This was also largely due to the fact that the people in charge were highly educated, and meticulously detailed with their recording of data – which we would today refer to as ‘Big Data’ – administrative details, payments to workers, information on quality of products, quantity of goods being bought and sold, maintenance and repair schedules, and strategic planning.
In Roman times, the demand for exotic animals for the Coliseum shows meant that traders had to capture and ship wild animals from Africa. Giraffes, hippos, rhinoceroses and lions were all rounded up and shipped across the Mediterranean. The trade grew so much that it led to the extinction if the Libyan lion altogether. (The Romans’ environmental record was poor at best – they also created the Sahara Desert by over-farming.)
By the 16th century trade was becoming worldwide. Better ships (mainly being built in India by Persian migrants called Parsees), better navigation and the need to find new markets led to a rapid expansion of exploration – the Far East and the Americas became accessible to European ships in search of precious metals, jewels, spices and exotic foods such as tea, coffee, potatoes and tomatoes. Trade within Europe became taxed and regulated, leading to widespread smuggling: governments sought to protect their own industries and farmers by imposing heavy taxes on imports, but even this could not prevent trade. In India, the Parsee merchants became a valuable ‘conduit’ between Britain and the Far East, along the Silk Route. In Britain, wine and brandy were smuggled in from France, while cotton and wool were smuggled into France from Britain. This two-way trade had to exist since there was no way of converting French money into British money, except as gold.
During the late 18th and early 19th century, Britain had a near-monopoly on industrial, mass-produced goods. British factories could produce far more than the domestic market could consume, so the surplus was exported. Since factory-produced goods were vastly cheaper than their hand-made equivalents, there were large profits to be made from international trade. In this case, Britain built an empire on the basis of trading manufactured goods for raw materials. As other European countries industrialised, further tariff barriers were erected, restricting trade: after the First World War, these barriers became extremely onerous, to the point where trade became almost impossible and industry stagnated throughout Europe. The Second World War changed things again, catastrophically: when the war was over, France and Germany agreed the first of the trade agreements which would eventually result in the creation of the European Union.
Currently, trade between the member states of the EU is without barriers (apart from a very few exceptions). Virtually anything which can be sold in one member state can be sold in any other, and there is free movement of people and capital as well. However, following an election promise, the Conservative government gave the British people a referendum in June 2016 and an opportunity to vote for whether they wished to ‘Remain’ in the EU or ‘Leave’. ‘Brexit’ won by 52% to 48%.
This is not legally binding until the British Parliament ratifies it and invokes ‘Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty’ (the formal legal process of withdrawal). But even without this happening, there is much political, social and economic unrest both in the UK and in mainland Europe. It centres on Britain losing its place in the world’s largest market. Sterling (the British currency) has fallen sharply, trading markets like the FTSE have reacted with steep fluctuations (the Royal Bank of Scotland lost value of £8 billion), racial tensions have increased in various communities up and down the country, the Conservative party is in the middle of a leadership contest, the Labour party has many internal splits and thus it is questionable whether it is currently an effective opposition. In the spirit of preserving both the integrity of the EU and the interests of the remaining countries, Brussels has understandably already side-lined Britain. ‘Economies of scale’ may no longer apply as Britain will have to negotiate many bilateral trade deals with individual countries. Part of the problem is that prior to the referendum, no one has set out any guiding principles for negotiations with the rest of the EU.
If Britain remains within the single market, it would almost certainly retain free movement rights allowing UK citizens to work in the EU and vice versa. But if the British government opts to impose work permit restrictions, as the UKIP wants, then other countries could reciprocate, meaning that Britons would have to apply for visas to work – thus restricting the free movement of people. The bottom line is that both the collegiality with our EU neighbours and the subsequent trade in Europe has made us wealthy, not just financially but in the broadest sense of the word. However, the referendum has also given all of us a lot more to think about. After nearly 4 millennia of trading with our closest neighbours, our lives may have been richer and we have greater wealth (all through consumer choices and trade), but Britain’s future and indeed the future of the EU is now uncertain and insecure.
Questions
1.	What sociological changes have come about due to trade in Europe?
2.	How does trade affect anthropological questions?
3.	How did price competition help the rise of the British Empire?
4.	Why is trade so important in the European Union?
5.	What are the possible effects of Brexit if it was ratified by the British government?
