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About the book

Delve into the captivating world of "Clean" by Katherine Ashenburg, where

the simple, yet profound, concept of cleanliness unfolds as both a mirror and

a lens through human history. Traversing centuries, cultures, and societal

norms, this absorbing narrative whisks readers on a journey that investigates

the evolution of hygiene and its shifting role in our lives. From the indulgent

Roman baths to the restrained rituals in pre-modern Europe, and even our

contemporary obsession with all things sterility, Ashenburg artfully

elucidates how cleanliness transcends mere physicality, revealing layers of

status, morality, and identity. Uncover the truths embedded in the routines

we seldom question, and emerge with a transformed perspective on what it

truly means to be clean in today's uncompromising world.
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About the author

Katherine Ashenburg is a renowned Canadian author, journalist, and speaker

known for her insightful explorations into the intricacies of culture, history,

and human behavior. Blessed with the curiosity of a lifelong learner,

Ashenburg has delved deep into subjects as varied as European history,

social customs, and personal hygiene—an interest that beautifully

culminates in her acclaimed book, "Clean: An Unsanitized History of

Washing." A former editor at The Globe and Mail, Ashenburg's journalistic

finesse elegantly interweaves informative narratives with captivating

storytelling, bridging historical contexts with contemporary perspectives.

Her works not only reflect a meticulous adherence to research but also a

genuine passion for elucidating the subtleties of daily life, earning her both

critical admiration and a devoted readership. With a voice that resonates

with both intellect and accessibility, Ashenburg continues to establish

herself as a leading figure in cultural commentary and literary discourse.
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Chapter 1 Summary: “But Didn’t They Smell?”

This chapter explores the concept of cleanliness through history, illustrating

 how perceptions and practices of hygiene have evolved across cultures and

time periods. For modern, middle-class North Americans, cleanliness often

involves daily showers and the application of deodorants. In contrast, a

17th-century French nobleman believed cleanliness was achieved by

changing his linen shirt daily without extensively washing his body. The

ancient Romans dedicated extensive time to bathing rituals involving oiling

and scraping the body, reflecting a deeply ingrained social activity.

Cleanliness is as much a cultural construct as it is a physical state. Each

society develops its own standards for cleanliness, often using these as a

measure of civility and as a contrast to other cultures, seen historically with

ancient Egyptians viewing the Greek approach skeptically, or 19th-century

Americans being appalled by European hygiene practices. This cultural lens

affects perceptions, as modern Westerners often assume past societies were

less clean, questioning, "But didn't they smell?" The text suggests that in

societies where certain odors are ubiquitous, such smells are normalized and

therefore unnoticed. 

This idea extends to personal experiences, such as the author's recollection

of their German grandmother's natural body odor, which they only later

recognized as the smell of stale sweat. This revelation came with no inherent
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judgment until modern cultural standards, learned through advertising and

social expectations, defined such odors as undesirable.

The evolution of cleanliness is traced through history, highlighting pivotal

moments such as the Crusaders who introduced the practice of warm water

bathing to medieval Europe. However, subsequent events like the Black

Death closed public bathhouses for centuries. This led to a period where

even European aristocrats avoided bathing, opting instead for linen changes

as a form of cleansing.

Cleanliness is intertwined with religion and tradition, with water

symbolizing purification in many faiths. Rituals surrounding baths have

featured in rites of passage, from birth and marriage to death, stressing their

cultural and spiritual significance.

The chapter concludes by discussing the modern obsession with cleanliness,

reinforced by marketing that suggests constant vigilance is needed to avoid

social rejection due to body odors. The author argues that standards of

cleanliness are far from static, reflecting cultural values, technological

advances, and societal shifts over time.

Ultimately, cleanliness serves as a window into civilization, offering insight

into societal values, technological progression, and individual behaviors.

The chapter encourages readers to reconsider modern cleanliness standards,
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urging an understanding that these norms are cultural constructs, shaped by

history and collective beliefs, rather than absolute truths.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Cleanliness as a Cultural Construct

Critical Interpretation: In embracing the idea that cleanliness is a

cultural construct rather than an absolute truth, you are inspired to

explore the flexibility and diversity in hygiene practices around the

world. This realization encourages you to question the rigid standards

often imposed by modern society, allowing you to develop a more

personalized, thoughtful approach to your own hygiene rituals. By

understanding that these norms are shaped by history and collective

beliefs, you gain a deeper appreciation for the cultural narratives that

influence your daily routines, fostering a mindset that welcomes

change and adaptation. It's an invitation to perceive cleanliness not

just as an obligation, but as a meaningful practice that evolves

harmoniously with your individual values and lifestyle.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Social Bath: Greeks and
Romans

The chapters from "The Social Bath: Greeks and Romans" explore the

 significance of baths in ancient Greek and Roman civilizations, highlighting

their cultural, social, and health-related aspects. In the eighth century B.C.,

Greek society had a strong emphasis on cleanliness as an essential precursor

to prayer and religious rituals, a theme evident in Homer’s "The Odyssey."

The epic frequently describes characters such as Odysseus, Penelope, and

Telemachus bathing as an act of hospitality and transformation. Bathing

symbolized preparation for journeys, social encounters, and divine

interaction, with clean individuals often described as emerging from baths

looking god-like.

The Greeks also inherited bathing traditions from older civilizations like

Crete, which already had sophisticated features such as running water and

bathtubs by 1700 B.C. The evolution of Greek bathing culture saw both

private and public facilities, with the latter offering a social environment

where bathers conversed, played games, and were often observed by satirists

for their foibles. The division between luxury (symbolized by hot water

baths) and austerity (cold water baths), was a cultural debate, with figures

like Plato advocating for the latter, seeing it as fostering discipline and vigor.

Shifting focus to the Romans, we see a culture that not only embraced but
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elevated the concept of public baths into extensive complexes known as

thermae. Emerging from the influences of Greek and other Mediterranean

cultures in Campania during the third century B.C., Roman baths evolved to

become leisure centers with various facilities such as libraries, exercise

yards, and shops. They served as multifunctional spaces for socialization,

business, and relaxation, transcending mere cleanliness to represent Roman

identity and civilization itself. 

Prominent Romans, including emperors, built increasingly elaborate baths as

displays of power and sophistication, signifying the spread of Roman culture

into conquered territories. Such establishments, seen in the monumental

Baths of Caracalla and Diocletian, are remembered for their immense size

and grandeur, achieved through technological innovations like aqueducts

and the hypocaust heating system.

The chapter also highlights the social democratization of the Roman baths,

where people from various social strata bathed together, creating a rare space

of equality at least in practice. However, the social standing could still be

discerned through the luxury of personal items and the retinues of richer

patrons. Roman baths offered far more than cleanliness; they were arenas for

social interaction and the expression of Roman values.

As the Roman Empire began to decline, so did its baths, indicating a

significant cultural shift. Despite this, the legacy of Roman baths was
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far-reaching, influencing future bathing customs across Europe and beyond.

The decline is attributed more to the empire's fall than to the rise of

Christianity, yet the intertwining of these events marked the end of a

distinctive era characterized by a unique approach to public hygiene, health,

and social interaction in the Hellenistic world.

Aspect Greek Bathing Culture Roman Bathing Culture

Historical
Context

Emphasis on cleanliness for
prayer and rituals, rooted in
traditions dating back to Crete
(1700 B.C.).

Emerging prominence during the 3rd
century B.C., with Greek and
Mediterranean influences.

Cultural
Importance

Bathing as a symbol of
hospitality, transformation, and
preparation for social and
divine interactions.

Baths as centers for socialization,
relaxation, business, and cultural
expression, representing Roman
identity.

Facilities
Both private and public baths,
offering social environments
for conversation and leisure.

Elaborate thermae with libraries,
exercise yards, and shops;
multifunctional and leisure-driven.

Notable
Features

Influence of luxury and
austerity debates, with cold
versus hot water bathing.

Technological innovations like
aqueducts and hypocaust heating
system, and monumental structures
like Baths of Caracalla.

Social
Dynamics

Public baths observed for
social foibles; luxury indicated
social standing.

Space for social equality with diverse
bathers; social status shown through
luxury items.

Decline
Traditions continued with a
shift influenced by Roman
expansion.

Decline during the Roman Empire's
fall, intertwined with early Christian
influences.

Legacy Influence seen in broader
Mediterranean practices.

Far-reaching influence on European
bathing customs post-empire.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Social Democratization of Roman Baths

Critical Interpretation: Imagine a world where every person, regardless

of their status or wealth, shares the same space for relaxation and

rejuvenation. In ancient Rome, the public baths symbolized this

egalitarian spirit, fostering a sense of unity and shared identity among

its citizens. As you traverse through modern life, this legacy prompts

you to reflect on the spaces you create and participate in. Are they

inclusive and inviting, like the ancient Roman thermae, allowing

diverse groups to come together without the barriers of social status?

Embrace this ethos by nurturing environments where connections

transcend backgrounds, fostering genuine interactions and shared

experiences. Let the spirit of the Roman baths inspire you to build

bridges, encouraging equality and mutual understanding in every facet

of your community.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Bathed in Christ: 200—1000

The chapter "Bathed in Christ 200–1000" delves into the complex and often

 paradoxical relationship between Christianity, cleanliness, and ritual purity

from the early centuries of the common era to the early medieval period.

This examination is contextualized through anecdotes, historical events, and

doctrinal developments.

The portrayal of Christians by outsiders, like the Arab gardener in "A

Thousand and One Nights," highlights an historical perception that

Christians were indifferent to physical cleanliness. This perception was

partly fueled by the Christian ritual of baptism, which outsiders

misunderstood as substituting for regular cleanliness. Unlike many religions

that had detailed hygiene codes, early Christianity appeared unconcerned

with personal hygiene. This is rooted in Jesus’ own actions and teachings,

which prioritized inner purity over ritual cleanliness, often contravening

Jewish purity laws of his time.

Jews of Jesus’ era adhered to extensive purity laws that emphasized the

body’s purity. Jesus, however, often flouted these norms, focusing instead

on moral purity and repentance. This stance contributed to an evolving

Christian doctrine that gradually distanced itself from Jewish ritual laws,

including those about cleanliness. Baptism, the primary Christian ritual

washing, was seen as a one-time cleansing action, reflecting a broader
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theological shift towards spiritual over physical concerns.

As Christianity spread, it came into contact with Roman bathing culture,

which emphasized social and hedonistic elements over ritual purity. Early

Christian views on Roman baths were ambivalent. While some Christian

leaders like Clement of Alexandria permitted bath use for health and

cleanliness, others, like St. Jerome, promoted asceticism and eschewed

bathing, viewing bodily neglect as a spiritual virtue.

The Roman bathing culture eventually dwindled, affected by barbarian

invasions and changing societal norms. Yet, in regions like Byzantine and

Arab Spain, bathing traditions persisted and evolved. Muslim culture, which

emphasized cleanliness as a religious duty, maintained and adapted these

bathing practices, seen in the numerous public baths in Cordoba during the

period of Al-Andalus.

Bathing practices in monastic communities were minimal, aligned with

ascetic lifestyles that prioritized spiritual devotion over bodily maintenance.

Conversely, Jewish ritual baths, or mikvehs, demonstrated a

community-oriented approach to cleanliness linked to religious laws. 

In summation, the chapter explores how Christianity, through historical

evolution and theological development, came to prioritize spiritual concerns

over physical cleanliness, contrasting with other contemporary cultures and

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


religions. This narrative of bathing and cleanliness reflects broader cultural

intersections and divergences that characterized early medieval religious and

social life.

Aspect Summary

Historical
Context

The chapter covers the relationship between Christianity and cleanliness
from 200-1000 CE, focusing on the early centuries to the early medieval
period.

Perception
by
Outsiders

Outsiders, exemplified by the Arab gardener in "A Thousand and One
Nights," often viewed Christians as indifferent to physical cleanliness.

Christian
Doctrine on
Cleanliness

Christianity's emphasis on baptism as a one-time ritual cleansing
reflected a focus on spiritual purity over physical cleanliness, diverging
from Jewish purity laws.

Jesus'
Teachings

Jesus prioritized moral over ritual purity, often contravening Jewish laws
of the time.

Contact with
Roman
Culture

Christianity interacted with Roman bathing culture, which was hedonistic
and social. Responses varied, with some Christian leaders embracing
limited bathing for health.

Decline of
Roman
Baths

Roman bathing habits declined due to invasions and societal shifts, but
survived in Byzantine and Muslim cultures, particularly in Cordoba.

Monastic
Bathing
Practices

Monastic communities practiced minimal bathing as part of an ascetic
lifestyle valuing spiritual devotion.

Jewish vs.
Christian
Practices

Jewish baths (mikvehs) focused on community and religious law,
contrasting with Christian theological shifts.
      

Conclusion The chapter highlights the evolution of Christianity's spiritual priorities
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Aspect Summary

over physical cleanliness, reflecting broader cultural distinctions of the
era.
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Chapter 4: A Steamy Interlude: 1000–1550

Steamy Interlude: 1000–1550

During the thirteenth century, "The Romance of the Rose," a prominent Old

French poem, captured the nuances of romance and chivalry with advice on

mutual satisfaction in love and the strategic façade of pleasure. Widely

influential across France, Italy, England, and the Netherlands, the poem

emphasized personal hygiene as a key ingredient for romance, urging men to

maintain cleanliness and advising women to engage in intimate moments

discreetly. This notion of refined personal care was reflective of a broader

societal shift from the austerity of early medieval times to the more relaxed

and prosperous period following the stabilization of Europe into kingdoms

and the unchallenged dominion of Christianity, which enabled safe travel,

the emergence of inns, and the importation of luxury goods.

Hygiene practices were evolving, from using "arsewisps" (fistfuls of hay or

straw) for post-defecation cleaning to more sophisticated dental care with

wood, feathers, or bones for toothpicks as Erasmus instructed in "On Good

Manners for Boys." Comparative to St. Benedict's restrictiveness on bathing,

the Ancrene Wisse advised religious women on the acceptability of washing

themselves and their belongings as needed. This change hinted at a

significant departure from the once romanticized neglect of cleanliness by
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early hermits and saints, underscoring a growing realization of dirt's

undesirability, both physically and spiritually.

The newfound appreciation for hygiene was mirrored in the common literary

and cultural recommendations for handwashing—a symbol of civility dating

back to ancient times. This was echoed in culinary and domestic

descriptions, emphasizing hand cleansing before and after meals, a practice

seen as critical in the absence of utensils like forks. Medieval texts,

including poetic works like "The Romance of Flammenca," often reenforced

handwashing as part of a genteel conduct, reflecting the era's shifting

priorities from spiritual austerity to enhancing personal and social allure.

The medieval period also saw the gradual reintroduction and evolution of

public baths, once defunct after the Roman era, revived through influences

like the Turkish hamam encountered by Crusaders. By the fourteenth

century, public bathhouses flourished as centers of social interaction and

relaxation across Europe, though they often hosted mixed-gender bathing

and, eventually, more lascivious activities. These bathhouses served all

social strata and became an integral part of urban life despite fluctuating

acceptance of mixed bathing.

Literature from the period, such as Boccaccio’s "The Decameron" and "The

Romance of Flammenca," illustrates the bathhouse as a site of both intrigue

and pleasure, paralleling the unshackled societal norms after the devastation
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wrought by the Black Death, a bubonic plague that obliterated millions.

Hygiene's role evolved against the backdrop of the pandemic's death tolls,

where the once essential baths clashed with emerging medical theories

warning against their use due to disease susceptibility.

As plagues persisted, the fear of contagion reshaped perceptions of

cleanliness, leading to declining support for communal bathing.

Recrimination of public bathing spaces and prostitution increased with

broader concerns for moral and public health, culminating in the closure of

numerous bathhouses during the sixteenth century. Figuratively speaking,

water, once the purveyor of cleanliness and community, became perceived

as a nemesis threatening bodily integrity, fostering an era marked by

prevailing avoidance of personal bathing.

These developments in hygiene underscored a profound transformation in

European society, marking a departure from medieval practices toward a

more health-conscious and socially nuanced approach to cleanliness—albeit

one fraught with fear and superstition—leading into the early modern era

where water's role in cleanliness would again be re-evaluated.
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Chapter 5 Summary: A Passion for Clean Linen:
1550—1750

Between 1550 and 1750, the concept of cleanliness in Europe, particularly

 among the elite, underwent significant transformations that reflect broader

historical, cultural, and scientific shifts. The period was marked by a

dichotomy: while personal hygiene practices were limited and often resisted

due to prevailing beliefs, appearances were meticulously maintained through

clothing, especially clean linen, which was seen as a substitute for bathing.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, water was largely avoided for bodily

cleansing due to fears of disease, a belief rooted in medieval medicine and

exacerbated by plagues such as the Great Plague of London in 1665. This

distrust of water stemmed from the idea that it could open the body's pores

to infection. Instead, clean linen served as the primary means of maintaining

personal hygiene. White linen was believed to absorb the body's impurities,

and thus changing clothes frequently was the preferred method of “cleaning”

oneself. This practice was so embedded that it was considered more reliable

and scientifically sound than bathing, which was almost entirely abandoned.

Despite the avoidance of water for personal cleanliness, spas emerged as

popular destinations for bathing, but these were more about health than

hygiene. The mineral-rich waters of spas were believed to cure various

ailments, a belief that reached back to ancient times. Notably, individuals
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such as the French aristocrat Madame de Sévigné and the English explorer

Celia Fiennes traveled to spas seeking therapeutic benefits rather than

cleanliness. While Italian and French spas leaned heavily on medical

regimens, English spas such as Bath became social hubs where leisure and

health converged.

Cultural exchanges through travel often highlighted stark hygiene contrasts.

European travelers found the bathing habits of cultures like the Turks both

exotic and excessive, noting their frequent washing as a peculiar moral or

environmental necessity. These observations hinted at an undercurrent of

cultural bias but also brought awareness of alternative practices to European

consciousness.

In everyday life, while the lower classes often lacked means for proper

cleaning, the upper classes adhered to medical advice that discouraged

bathing but encouraged frequent changes of clothing. At the French court,

for example, daily routines were more about clothing than bathing, even for

physically active individuals like Louis XIV, whose primary hygiene came

from changing into fresh outfits multiple times a day.

The evolution of cleanliness practices partly hinged on the socio-economic

implications of clothing. Linen was not just an emblem of cleanliness but

also a marker of social status. Inventories from the period reveal that both

men and women owned more shirts than any other type of clothing,
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underscoring the importance of visible cleanliness.

As the 18th century approached, the intellectual movement towards

naturalism and changing views on health began reshaping attitudes toward

bathing. However, spas continued to operate within the parameters of health,

blending scientific endorsement with social enjoyment, a precursor to the

more widespread acceptance of water as part of regular hygiene in

subsequent centuries.

In summary, the era from 1550 to 1750 was marked by an intriguing

juxtaposition where cleanliness was more an affair of appearances than

actual hygiene, shaped by cultural beliefs and medical theories of the time.

This period set the stage for the eventual rediscovery of the link between

water and personal cleanliness, paving the way for modern hygiene

standards.

Aspect Details

Time Period 1550 - 1750

Key Transformation Changes in cleanliness concepts among European elite

Personal Hygiene
Practices

Limited; water avoided due to disease fears; reliance on clean
linen

Belief System Water seen as a risk for spreading disease; clean linen
believed to absorb impurities
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Aspect Details

Clothing Practices Frequent linen changes; more shirts owned than any other
clothing; linen as a social status symbol

Spas Popular for health, not hygiene; attracted notable figures for
therapeutic benefits

Cultural Exchange
and Observations

European travelers noted frequent bathing in other cultures;
viewed as excessive

Class Differences Lower classes lacked resources for clean linen; upper classes
changed clothes frequently

French Court Priority on changing clothes; Louis XIV's hygiene reliant on
fresh attire

18th Century
Transition

Naturalism influenced views on bathing; groundwork for
modern hygiene practices

Summary Cleanliness seen as appearance-based; eventual shift towards
understanding water's role in hygiene
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Chapter 6 Summary: The Return of Water: 1750—1815

The chapter titled *"The Return of Water 1750–1815"* reveals significant

 shifts in hygiene, social customs, and perceptions towards cleanliness from

the 18th to the early 19th century. It begins with an intriguing cultural

exchange set in the women's Turkish baths in Sophia. Lady Mary Wortley

Montagu, the young wife of the English ambassador to Constantinople,

enters the bathhouse wearing her tailored riding habit amidst stark naked

Turkish women. Her corset frightens them, leading to humorous

misunderstandings about the rigors imposed on English women by their

husbands.

Lady Mary is charmed by the Turkish women's hospitality, contrasting their

cleanliness and beauty with her own notorious neglect of hygiene. Despite

being an aristocrat, her indifference to personal cleanliness was not unusual

in England. At the time, baths were rare, and people bathed infrequently,

often once a year or less. This lack of hygiene extended across social classes,

with many embracing minimal cleansing routines.

Despite this, change was beginning to take hold. The revival of bathing and

a shift towards recognizing the benefits of water in improving health began

in the late 17th century with thinkers like John Locke and Dr. John Floyer,

who advocated cold bathing. Floyer's *The History of Cold Bathing* (1701)

praised cold immersion, claiming that it invigorated the spirits and improved
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health. This idea sparked interest, laying the foundation for cold water and

sea bathing, especially as Romanticism popularized the sublime beauty of

the ocean.

As the century progressed, the sea, long considered dangerous, became

synonymous with health and vigor thanks to figures like Dr. Richard

Russell, who published *A Dissertation on the Use of Seawater in Diseases

of the Glands*. His work, which credited sea water with numerous cures,

exploded in popularity, giving rise to sea bathing resorts like Brighton.

Alongside this, the practice of cold bathing was embraced by many in

England, despite its harshness. John Wesley, founder of Methodism,

endorsed cold water's curative benefits widely among the populace.

Tobias Smollett's satirical novel *The Expedition of Humphry Clinker*

reflects the era's fascination and discomfort with changing hygiene practices.

The fictional Matthew Bramble, a representation of evolving attitudes,

preferred the health benefits of cold sea immersion over the contaminated

warm water baths of mineral spas.

While many at the time remained skeptical or uncomfortable with regular

bathing, the tides were clearly shifting towards greater cleanliness. The

aristocracy and upper classes, in particular, began to value cleanliness as part

of broader social changes in manners and appearance influenced by

England's cultural prestige. Figures like Beau Brummell, a societal icon and
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dandy, embodied this shift towards meticulous cleanliness, significantly

influencing male fashion standards.

France, under the influence of Enlightenment thinking and Rousseau's

embrace of natural living, gradually joined the cleanliness movement.

Emphasizing simplicity and a return to natural purity, cleanliness began to

appeal to the educated classes, even as it faced resistance from older cultural

norms and mockery in works like Jane Austen's unfinished *Sanditon*.

The chapter ends on a note that encapsulates the period's transition:

cleanliness began to be seen as a hallmark of sophistication and refinement,

especially among the elite, with institutions, literature, and social customs

increasingly reflecting these evolving values. As industrial advancements

and public health awareness expanded, bathing became more common,

paving the way for modern standards of hygiene.

Time
Period

Events & Shift in
Practices

Key Figures &
Influences Societal Impact

1750-1815

Significant
changes in
hygiene, with
increased interest
in bathing.

        
          Lady Mary
Wortley Montagu:
Exposed to hygiene
practices in Turkish
baths.
          John Locke &
Dr. John Floyer:
Advocated benefits of
cold bathing.
          Dr. Richard

        
          Rising sea
bathing resorts like
Brighton.
          Increased
acceptance of bathing
among the aristocracy.
          Link between
cleanliness and social
sophistication.
          Influence of
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Time
Period

Events & Shift in
Practices

Key Figures &
Influences Societal Impact

Russell: Popularized
sea bathing.
          John Wesley:
Supported cold water
immersion.
          Tobias Smollett:
Satirized changing
hygiene practices.
          Beau Brummell:
Influenced the
meticulous cleanliness
trend.
        
      

Enlightenment and
natural purity in France.
          Trend towards
hygiene became
evident among upper
classes.
          Final shift
towards modern
standards of hygiene
and public health
awareness.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Baths and How to Take Them:
Europe, 1815—1900

The chapter "Baths and How to Take Them" (Europe, 1815–1900) explores

 the evolution of bathing practices in 19th-century Europe, significantly

influenced by the growing understanding of hygiene and health. Charles

Dickens, the famed novelist who lived during this period, serves as an

introductory figure to highlight personal and societal cleanliness practices.

Dickens' particular affinity for cleanliness, especially his innovative

bathroom with an advanced cold shower—a rarity at the time—reflects the

broader societal movement towards modern sanitation and the increasing

importance placed on hygiene as a symbol of progress.

During this era, new scientific theories and publications, such as those

exploring the respiratory function of the skin, linked cleanliness directly

with health. The prevailing miasmatic theory, which attributed disease to

foul smells and decaying matter, underscored the growing necessity for

cleanliness to prevent illness. Despite the recognized importance, actual

practice across Europe was varied and often resistant to change. 

Public health concerns, especially with the advent of diseases like cholera,

drove reform efforts. In England, figures like Edwin Chadwick catalyzed

improvements in urban hygiene that included better sanitation infrastructure

and public bathhouses, though access and acceptance varied greatly
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depending on class and existing social norms. The middle and upper classes

gradually embraced more frequent bathing as a mark of refinement, while

the working class, constrained by resources and traditional beliefs, lagged

behind.

Contrasts in bathing habits were also evident across different European

regions. In England, public baths began to proliferate, thanks to acts like the

Baths and Washhouses Act of 1846, although the poor often hesitated to use

them due to cost or social stigma. Meanwhile, in France, entrenched cultural

beliefs, a strong peasant reluctance towards bathing, and differing class

attitudes towards modesty and nudity posed significant barriers. French

reformers worked to change these attitudes through public education, school

curricula, and improved public facilities.

Germany embraced public baths more broadly, influenced by a combination

of a cultural return to bathing traditions and the practicality of communal

facilities in crowded urban areas. This led to the construction of bathhouses

that served as both public amenities and symbols of civic pride. Dr. Oscar

Lassar's invention of the "People's Bath," a simple and affordable shower

system, was an attempt to make cleanliness more broadly accessible.

However, showers struggled against skepticism and the prevailing

preference for traditional baths.

Overall, the 19th century was a transitional period for bathing in Europe,
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marked by significant strides in public health policy and technology. Yet, it

was also a time of ongoing cultural resistance and adaptation. The era laid

the groundwork for the substantial advancements in personal and public

hygiene that would follow, setting the stage for more standardized and

widespread cleanliness practices in the 20th century.

Aspect Highlights

Timeframe 1815–1900

Region Europe

Main Theme Evolution of bathing practices influenced by hygiene and health
understanding

Key Figure Charles Dickens - Highlighted for his modern cold shower
indicating cleanliness shift

Scientific Influence Link between cleanliness and health; respiratory function of
skin, miasmatic theory

Public Health
Concerns

Response to diseases like cholera; role of figures like Edwin
Chadwick

Class Dynamics Middle & upper classes embraced frequent bathing, while
working class resisted

Regional Variations

England - Growth of public baths via Baths and Washhouses
Act of 1846
France - Cultural resistance influenced by beliefs in modesty
and nudity
Germany - Shift towards public baths, influenced by Dr. Oscar
Lassar's shower system
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Aspect Highlights

Technological
Advancements Construction of bathhouses, invention of "People's Bath"

Overall Impact Laid groundwork for modern public hygiene and standardized
cleanliness practices
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of cleanliness for health.

Critical Interpretation: Drawing from the historical context of

19th-century Europe and the impact of figures like Charles Dickens

and Edwin Chadwick, the chapter vividly presents how the

understanding of cleanliness transcended mere luxury to become a

vital aspect of health. It is not merely an account of the past but rather

a revival of the recognition that hygiene is foundational to well-being.

Embracing this timeless wisdom can inspire you to prioritize personal

health by integrating regular cleanliness rituals into your routine,

reinforcing both physical and mental resilience. The chapter

encourages you to view cleanliness not as a chore, but as an

investment in your wellness—a practice that nurtures and uplifts the

spirit in the same measure it protects the body.
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Chapter 8: Wet All Over at Once: America, 1815—1900

The evolution of hygiene in America from 1815 to 1900 is a story of cultural

 transformation driven by a confluence of social, technological, and

economic factors. At the end of the eighteenth century, personal cleanliness

was not widely prioritized, as evidenced by Elizabeth Drinker, a

Philadelphia Quaker, commenting on her first full shower in decades. This

mirrors the general attitude of both Americans and Europeans towards

hygiene at the time, who viewed unwashed bodies with little concern.

As the century progressed, Americans increasingly embraced cleanliness,

eventually surpassing their European counterparts in widespread hygiene

practices by the 1880s. Several factors contributed to this shift. The rapid

growth of new cities in America facilitated the installation of water mains

and sewers, making plumbing more achievable than in ancient European

cities. The abundance of land allowed for homes to include bathrooms,

encouraging personal cleanliness.

American society placed value on innovation and practicality, traits that

dovetailed with the adoption of plumbing and personal hygiene practices.

This was compounded by the national preference for self-reliance, spurred

by a shortage of servants and high demand for labor-saving devices. Due to

these factors, plumbing became a priority in American homes earlier than

elsewhere.
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The rise of personal cleanliness in America also paralleled the popularity of

hydropathy, or the water cure, introduced from Central Europe. Proponents

such as Elizabeth Blackwell and influential authors like Harriet Beecher

Stowe embraced hydropathy and its principles of water, plain food, and

exercise, advocating for its health benefits and the necessity of water in

every home.

American hotels played a significant role in advancing public hygiene.

Institutions like Boston's Tremont House and New York City's Astor House

were pioneers of luxury, offering individual rooms with locks and early

iterations of en-suite bathrooms. Patrons were introduced to regular hot

water baths, contrasting with European hotels that lagged in such amenities.

The Civil War marked a turning point for hygiene in America. Influenced by

Florence Nightingale's success in wartime sanitation, the Union army

established the United States Sanitary Commission to improve soldiers'

cleanliness, reducing disease-related deaths. The war experience reinforced

the connection between hygiene and moral/social progressiveness,

embedded in the national conscience alongside godliness.

Post-war, sanitarians, bolstered by women's significant Civil War

contributions, campaigned for urban cleanliness and the assimilation of

immigrants through hygiene education. Public baths emerged as a solution
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for immigrant communities, perceived by reformers as uncivilized.

Advocacy by figures like Dr. Simon Baruch was pivotal in promoting public

bathhouses, although these came too late as private tub ownership was

becoming common.

The persistence of hygiene advocates and entrepreneurs led to the wider

availability and affordability of bathtubs by the century's end. Authors like

Catharine Beecher educated the public on personal care, promoting the idea

that every home should have a bathroom. Marketing strategies further

utilized the fear of unrecognized body odor, compelling Americans toward

unprecedented standards in cleanliness.

By 1900, hygiene had become a defining element of American identity.

Public school systems ingrained it through practice and instruction,

reinforcing the notion that cleanliness was integral to health and morality.

As infrastructure improved, cleanliness became an expectation, with soap

and other personal care products shaping the ethos of hygienic living.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Soap Opera: 1900—1950

The passage chronicles the evolution of personal hygiene, societal attitudes

 towards cleanliness, and the role of advertising from 1900 to 1950,

intertwined with Eliza Doolittle's narrative from George Bernard Shaw's

"Pygmalion". Eliza, a Cockney flower seller, epitomizes early 20th-century

societal resistance to changing hygiene norms. She undergoes a dramatic

transformation under Professor Higgins’ tutelage, who insists she must

bathe, a concept foreign and appalling to her, reflecting the era’s lingering

aversion among the poor towards cleanliness.

The passage leverages this narrative to explore broader societal perceptions

and aversions to hygiene during the early 1900s. Public baths, initially

introduced as a health measure, faced resistance from the lower classes who

were unaccustomed or skeptical of the supposed benefits. This reluctance

closely tied to social stigmas, was slowly dissolved with the increasing

popularity of these facilities, especially among women, as seen in

Dunfermline's exceptional bath usage stats.

Shifts in hygiene attitudes were also evidenced in school initiatives across

Europe, where hygiene education aimed to inculcate better habits among

children. By the 1920s, clean living became a status symbol. Advertisements

emphasized cleanliness’s social and health benefits, capitalizing on evolving

middle-class values and apprehensions about odour—signifying economic
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and social status as suggested by Orwell’s writings on class distinctions.

Soap brands like Ivory, Lifebuoy, and Listerine, became pioneers in

engaging marketing strategies—emphasizing purity, scent, and

germ-fighting capabilities, creating a burgeoning industry based on societal

fears and aspirations of cleanliness. Their advertisements sometimes

bordered on the humorous or shocking, drawing consumer attention and

addressing deep-seated cultural taboos about body odour and oral hygiene.

Moreover, deodorants and menstrual pads emerged during the 1920s as part

of the growing hygiene industry, breaking long-standing taboos through

inventive marketing strategies, which not only introduced consumers to

novel products but also reframed social norms around body odour and

cleanliness in a more public discourse. The Cleanliness Institute's creation

reflects attempts to institutionalize hygiene norms, aiming to imbibe

cleanliness from a young age through educational programs, underscoring

the association between hygiene and social success.

This cultural shift, as noted by advertisements and etiquette books from this

era, linked gentility with cleanliness. Hygiene consciousness became

pervasive, driven by less dirt-ridden lifestyles facilitated by technological

advancements like electricity and central heating and the allure of cosmetics

that offered immediate enhancements to beauty, a competitor for soap

industry profits. 
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By the late 1940s, personal hygiene had been solidified as a cultural

cornerstone, elevated by innovative advertising that associated cleanliness

with sophistication, attractiveness, and social and economic advancement.

Yet, it remained a topic of international comparison and varying

acceptability, as American standards often clashed with European attitudes,

as highlighted by literature from authors like Evelyn Waugh and Aldous

Huxley critical of America's obsession with cleanliness. The narrative closes

suggesting that the advertising sector, having succeeded in making hygiene a

commercial success, now pondered subsequent innovations.

Aspect Description

Time Period 1900 to 1950

Narrative Aspect Intertwined with Eliza Doolittle's narrative from "Pygmalion"

Societal Attitudes Resistance to changing hygiene norms, especially among the
poor

Public Baths Initially faced resistance, viewed as a health measure, gained
popularity over time

Hygiene Education Initiatives in schools to inculcate better habits among children

Advertisements Promoted cleanliness as a status symbol, emphasized social
and health benefits

Soap Brands Pioneers in advertising, focused on purity and germ-fighting
capabilities
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Aspect Description

Deodorants &
Menstrual Pads

Broke taboos, innovative marketing to normalize hygiene
products

Cleanliness Institute Aimed to institutionalize hygiene norms, associate cleanliness
with success

Technological
Advancements Electricity and central heating contributed to cleaner lifestyles

By Late 1940s Personal hygiene solidified as a cultural cornerstone

International
Comparison

American vs European standards, literature criticism of
America's obsession

Conclusion Advertising sector contemplated future innovations
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Chapter 10 Summary: The Household Shrine: 1950 to the
Present

The chapter explores the evolution of personal hygiene and cleanliness from

 1950 to the present, using humor and satire to highlight cultural practices

and societal obsessions. It begins by referencing Horace Miner's satirical

paper, "Body Ritual among the Nacirema," which illustrates the peculiar

rituals of a fictional tribe whose name spells "American" backward. Miner's

work critiques how anthropologists examine other cultures, reflecting on

Americans' peculiar obsessions with hygiene, particularly in relation to the

bathroom's role as a household shrine.

The chapter delves into the transformation of bathrooms from practical

spaces to luxurious retreats symbolizing wealth and status, often excessive in

their opulence. This transformation is mirrored in high-end apartments like

those in the Stanhope Hotel, which display extreme bathroom-to-bedroom

ratios, highlighting a change in the cultural view of privacy and luxury in

hygiene.

As the discussion transitions into the latter half of the 20th century, the

concept of personal and dental hygiene escalates into an almost unhealthy

obsession with bodily cleanliness, often equated to social status. The text

highlights America's unique relationship with cleanliness, underlined by a

perpetual upgrade in products promising whiter teeth and fresher breath,
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paralleling the unhealthy obsessions seen with body image and anorexia.

The narrative then pivots to the controversial practice of non-ritual

circumcision in America, initially propagated in the name of hygiene but

later challenged by medical experts. This is juxtaposed with the exaggeration

of feminine hygiene products, critiqued for exploiting women's insecurities

with over-the-top claims of solving so-called "odor problems."

The latter part of the chapter explores psychological and cultural

perspectives on cleanliness through the lens of Sissel Tolaas, an "odor artist"

who challenges contemporary norms that equate natural smells with

unpleasantness. Tolaas argues for a more balanced relationship with our

natural body aromas, opposing the sanitized ideal perpetuated by society.

Presently, fears about diseases like SARS and bird flu have heightened

hygiene preoccupations, echoed in the media's influence on public

perception and the explosion of antibacterial products. This anxiety over

hygiene is examined alongside the "Hygiene Hypothesis," which suggests

that an excessively clean environment might be contributing to rising

allergies and autoimmune diseases. This hypothesis calls into question the

necessity and wisdom of current cleanliness practices, suggesting they may

have unintended developmental impacts on our immune systems.

In conclusion, the chapter reflects on the irony and complexity of modern
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hygiene, pinpointing how Western culture has circled back to valuing

traditional cleansing practices, like handwashing, despite technological

advancements. The future of cleanliness remains uncertain, continuously

shaped by resources, mentality, and societal values.

Section Summary

Introduction &
Satire

Discusses the evolution of hygiene practices using Horace Miner's
satire to critique cultural obsessions with cleanliness, focusing on how
bathrooms became shrines in American households.

Transformation
of Bathrooms

Bathrooms evolved from functional spaces to symbols of luxury and
status, often showcased in lavish high-end apartments like the
Stanhope Hotel.

Hygiene and
Status

Examines the rise of personal and dental hygiene as a status symbol
in America, with a proliferation of products promising enhanced
cleanliness paralleling societal pressures on body image.

Circumcision &
Feminine
Products

Considers controversial practices like non-ritual circumcision and
critiques the marketing of feminine hygiene products that exploit
insecurities.

Odor and
Culture

Sissel Tolaas challenges societal norms that view natural body odors
as unpleasant, advocating for a holistic acceptance of natural aromas.

Modern
Hygiene
Concerns

Analyzes contemporary hygiene anxieties, highlighted by media
influence and fears of diseases, alongside the "Hygiene Hypothesis"
questioning the effects of excessive cleanliness.

Conclusion
Reflects on the paradoxical nature of modern hygiene practices,
pondering the uncertain future influenced by cultural and
technological changes.
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