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They were not thieves by heredity; they were made. And the manufacture goes on every day. The street and the jail are the factories.

 

—Jacob Riis, The Making of an American




In fiction the recourse of the powerless is murder. In real life it is petty theft.

 

—Earl Shorris

 

 

Dere’s little stealin’ like you does, and dere’s big stea- lin’ like I does. For de little stealin’, dey gits you in jail soon or late. For de big stealin’ dey makes you Emperor and puts you in de Hall o’ Fame when you croaks.

 

—Eugene O’Neill, The Emperor Jones




INTRODUCTION

It is 4:19 p.m. on December 12, 2001. In the socks and hose area on the first floor of this posh department store, a slight, dark-haired woman wearing a beige three-quarter coat with a tab collar, a black skirt, and boots is struggling under the weight of her shopping bags. Her hair is swept back in a loose ponytail. She has sharp features, and in the creases of her deep-set eyes, you can make out shadows that look like her eyelashes. She is carrying many bags. There is a bulky, dark garment bag, either navy blue or black, which looks like it is stuffed with clothing, and a red, rectangular shopping bag. The woman is also carrying a tote bag and two purses, a white one and a turquoise one. Her thin face might register trouble—fear or guilt or sadness—it is difficult to tell because the surveillance video does not have good resolution.

The backdrop is more clearly visible: She is walking among mirrored pillars and display cases, crystal chandeliers, and caramel-colored wood paneling. All around are socks and stockings made of silk, cashmere, and fine wool. This is not the kind of store that caters to basic needs.

Indeed, in 1938, the architect designed this store to resemble a movie star’s home. The first black-and-white photos show sinuously curved walls, elegant Regency furniture, and subdued lighting. There is a sense of spaciousness in these photos. This store was also one of the first ones  in the United States to be divided into individual boutiques so that customers would feel as though they had just stumbled out of bed, surrounded by even more fabulous clothes than the ones hanging in their closets. Each boutique conjured a specific destination: Swimwear looked like a tropical resort.

Perhaps it is the harsh color or the low-quality image of the surveillance video, or the metal fixtures or the number of products piled on the shelves, but the store today is cold and uninviting, crowded, devoid of its original elegance. Three handbags the size of small dogs crouch on a wooden end table. The woman is between the hat boutique and the hose boutique of the accessories department when the amount of stuff she is carrying overpowers her. She drops something and squats on the floor to pick it up. She begins messing about in the garment bag and the shopping bag. After a few minutes of shuffling (there is a digital clock in the upper-right-hand corner of the screen and you can see time passing), she crams one or two pairs of socks and some hair bands into the crown of a hat, which she plops on top of the clothing and bags. She hoists herself off the floor and wanders back to the hat section. From a wooden shelf, she takes a floppy black hat and sets it on her head. The tag hangs in front of her ear. She takes off that hat and tries one whose brim hides more of her face.

The woman moves past the cosmetics counters to the up escalator. On the second floor, the hat, the socks, and the headbands are no longer visible. A little while later, a camera picks her up again on the third floor at the Gucci boutique. She is still wearing the second hat, but you cannot see its price tag. She peels a white, strappy dress and some other items from their hangers and piles them on top of her bags. She visits Marc Jacobs, Yves Saint Laurent, Jil Sander, and Chanel and chooses clothing from these boutiques. It is 5:19. She brushes up against a rack of Chanel coats. A camera lingers on her back as she sets foot on the down escalator. Two naked alabaster mannequins recede behind her as she adjusts the garment bag over her shoulder.

The woman is now heading toward the exit. A camera zooms in. She cuts through the shoe department. She glides to the plate-glass doors. Another camera zooms in, this time on her back. Another picks her up from the front and another from her side. She passes a cash register. Her reflection looms in the glass doors as she walks toward them, and just before she pushes past the shoes, she tosses the garment bag once more over her shoulder. She is outside.

Like windup toys set in motion by the department-store Oz, two security guards—a stocky man and a woman in a long, dark skirt—walk stiffly after the woman into the parking lot. You can just make out a confrontation in the shadows. A third guard joins the group. The woman tilts her head, listening. She doesn’t resist. It is not as if anyone is a criminal here. When she comes back inside the store, she is flanked by two of the guards. The trio walks back down the marble aisle. The guards have divvied up her bags. There is no tension among them. They appear to be exchanging pleasantries as they stroll to the down escalator. They vanish, their destination the holding room in the basement, where the woman will be interviewed, and where she will be turned over to the police. The screen goes fuzzy. It’s 5:37 p.m. in Saks Fifth Avenue, Beverly Hills. Winona Ryder is about to join that notorious category—the celebrity shoplifter.

I watched the videos tracking Ryder in a conference room behind the Beverly Hills courthouse in the summer of 2007. But I first became fascinated by the movie star four years earlier, after I read excerpts from the Court TV transcripts of her trial and studied the few clips of surveillance camera footage posted on the Internet. Along with millions of Americans, I wondered why a Hollywood star would shoplift.

At first I resisted writing about the subject but soon came to realize that there was more to my fascination than prurience or schadenfreude. I am inveterately curious about the boundaries cultures establish: the lines we draw between civilization and barbarism, madness and sanity, the appropriate and the inappropriate. We live by these boundaries. And  yet the line we draw for shoplifting is murky: Is it a serious crime worthy of criminal prosecution, or what André Gide would call an acte gratuit—an impulsive, unpredictable act, childish, but deserving of forgiveness? Is it a disease or a symbol of greed? How has our response to shoplifting changed over time? Who are the outliers and who are the scapegoats? What does it mean that more and more white-collar shoplifters are caught committing the crime? How is shoplifting connected to the economy and to consumption? Do shoplifters grow up to rob banks and embezzle multinationals?

I wrote this book because, unlike gambling, which has a history, a medicine, and a literature, shoplifting remains unwritten. I met shoplifters by placing ads on Craigslist and by joining listservs for those suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder. Some shoplifters I literally met at dinner parties or while interviewing people at Starbucks. Psychiatrists and mental health counselors asked their patients if they would talk to me. A handful of probation and police officers, security personnel, and not-for-profit groups serving shoplifters helped, as did a few scholars.

Of the shoplifters in this book, a surprising number of them agreed to talk freely, although many did not want to use their names. But not everyone. “This ends here,” a lawyer screamed several times before she hung up on me, even though the story of how she resold the household appliances she shoplifted from a big-box store had gone viral and she had been disbarred. At first when this sort of thing happened—and it happened a lot—I felt ashamed, as though I had stumbled onto an episode of Candid Camera. A challenge of this book was to explain, in an era of diminishing privacy, the superheated responses to the crime. Another was to write about shoplifting without collapsing the subject into a “he did it” tabloid headline.

I also looked to the history of the crime, beginning in sixteenth-century London, as urbanization and consumerism made the city into Europe’s busiest mercantile capital. In this era, anyone who shoplifted an item worth more than five shillings could be hanged. Shoplifting reappeared in a new guise after the Industrial Revolution in Paris—a  cynosure of the alluring retail palace. Treating the style-crazed lifters who frequented the city’s new department stores, psychiatrists made the first diagnoses of kleptomania. Although shoplifting emerged in America as early as colonial times, the crime became a symbol here in the 1970s, when the yippies politicized shoplifting into “liberating” and Abbie Hoffman wrote Steal This Book, turning the crime into an antiestablishment act. In response, modern antishoplifting technologies were developed, as were modern methods of studying shoplifters. The number of shoplifters skyrocketed. Instances of racial profiling of shoplifters began to be recorded.

Today we see all three interpretations of shoplifting—crime, disease, protest. Increased prison sentences, shame punishments, and over-thetop surveillance techniques have all been employed to curb the crime. Alcoholics Anonymous–inspired shoplifting rehabilitation programs have cropped up all over the country. A new, more ironic international generation of political shoplifters has come into view. More savvy professional shoplifters steal greater quantities and use violence more frequently.

One of this book’s projects is to bust myths and preconceived ideas about who is shoplifting now and why it is done. Another is to overturn common wisdom about what is being shoplifted, surveying so-called hot products—the everyday household items and luxury goods most frequently stolen. Besides tracing the various narratives the crime has produced, this book also examines the complex and often contradictory things shoplifting stands for.

Shoplifting today is understudied, but the best analyses show that the crime is everywhere. According to the 2008 Department of Justice annual survey, the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), over a million shoplifting offenses were committed. As one expert noted, the dollar amount lost to shoplifting is almost more than “the losses suffered by all individual victims of property crimes combined.” (In 2008, around 800,000 people were arrested for charges involving marijuana.)

But even the UCR cannot present a full picture of the extent of shoplifting. Critics say that the survey undercounts shoplifting more than  other crimes because it is so easy to miss: Video cameras do not always catch the shoplifter. Stores do not always keep good records. Because contributing data to the UCR is voluntary, because many police departments lump all theft crimes together or focus on thefts of large amounts of money or violent robberies, the UCR documents only a partial account of shoplifting. Many states don’t have a specific crime called shoplifting on the books. Some stores use euphemisms, calling shoplifting “external theft,” to contrast it with “internal theft” (employees stealing), or “customer theft”; others just lump all stealing together.

Despite its shortcomings, the UCR offers one of the more complete pictures of shoplifting. It tells us not only which periods in history have seen shoplifting spikes—more than 150 percent between 1960 and 1970—but that shoplifting sometimes ebbs and flows independent of trends in crime overall. Between 2000 and 2004, even as other property crime including pickpocketing and bicycle theft dropped, shoplifting grew 11.7 percent. The number of people shoplifting also climbed slightly between 2004 and 2008. Year after year, the shoplifting rates of many American cities show substantial upticks: In 2008, shoplifting rose 13.2 percent in Cape Coral, Florida; 18.7 percent in Long Beach, California; 40.6 percent in L.A.; 9.9 percent in San Francisco; and 27.3 percent in Las Vegas. In 2009, shoplifting rose almost 8 percent.

According to the National Association for Shoplifting Prevention (NASP), the number of American shoplifters is 27 million, or 9 percent of the total population. But a massive study of 40,093 Americans—the 2001 National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC)—found that 10 percent had a “lifetime prevalence” for it and 11 percent had shoplifted. Ten percent is higher than the percentage of American teenagers who have tried cocaine or used methamphetamines. Ten percent is often cited as the number of Americans estimated to be suffering from depression.

And shoplifting may be even more common. A NASP report estimated that store security catches a person shoplifting one in forty-eight times and informs the police of the incident one in fifty times.

If one obstacle to seeing shoplifting as an epidemic is the dearth of good numbers about the subject, another is the media, which trivialize the crime. News stories about shoplifting usually blame its rise on simple economic downturns and its fall on increased security measures. A 2008 USA Today story, “More Consumers, Workers Shoplift as the Economy Slows,” like many such stories, relied heavily on the retail industry’s assertions: “Retail experts agree that they’ve seen an increase in shoplifting.” The story quotes a National Retail Council study saying that 74 percent of retailers “believed” shoplifting was rising. Retailers “felt” that the economy was forcing people to steal.

What’s new about shoplifting today is that it has become a cultural phenomenon—a silent epidemic, driven by pretty much everything, in our era. Some scholars connect it to traditional families’ disintegration, the American love of shopping, the downshifting of the middle class, global capitalism, immigration, the replacement of independent stores with big chains, and the lessening of faith’s hold on conduct. Shoplifting gets tangled up in American cycles of spending and saving, and boom and bust, and enacts the tension between the rage to consume conspicuously and the intention to live thriftily. The most recent suspects include the Great Recession, the increasing economic divide between rich and poor, and an ineffectual response to the shamelessness of white-collar fraudsters: the shoplifter as the poor man’s Bernard Madoff.

Yet many shoplifters see themselves as escape artists, stealing out of inscrutable cravings and unexamined desires. Having lost their old solaces, people shoplift as an anodyne against grief or to avenge themselves against uncontrollable forces or as an act of social aggression, to hurl themselves away from their identities as almost-have-nots. Whatever form shoplifting takes, it is as difficult to stamp out as oil spills or alcoholism.

Shoplifting is further misunderstood because the line between crime and disease has blurred. Although most estimates put the number of kleptomaniacs among shoplifters at between 0 and 8 percent, some experts believe that the disease is far more prevalent. Others contend that so-called shoplifting addiction has replaced kleptomania altogether.

In fact, what we don’t know about shoplifting does hurt us. Shoplifting continues to dent retailers’ profits. In 2009, the University of Florida National Retail Security Survey (NRSS), the most reliable survey measuring American shrink (goods lost to theft and error), totaled shoplifting for that year at $11.69 billion annually, or about 35 percent of all shrink. According to Consumer Reports, the shoplifting “crime tax”—the extra amount that families spend on household products each year when stores raise prices due to loss from the theft—is $450. Stores measure shoplifting—indeed, all shrink—as a percentage of profits, and if that percentage balloons much above 2 percent (the industry average for that year was 1.44 percent), it can lead to layoffs or even to bankruptcy. Profit margins can be thin: Supermarkets operate on margins between 1 and 5 percent, which means that the theft of one $5 heirloom tomato from Whole Foods can require sales of up to $500 to break even.

Richard Hollinger, the criminologist who directs the NRSS, believes that we significantly underestimate shoplifting and its impact. Scholars from other disciplines concur. In 2004, Timothy Jones, a professor of anthropology at the University of Arizona in Tucson, found that shrink in convenience stores represented 24 percent of the profits. According to the 2009 Global Retail Theft Barometer, the only international survey of the crime, “There has been a dramatic rise in customer shoplifting related to the recession . . .” in America, and stopping shrink costs Americans more per household than it does any other country. America’s multibillion-dollar private security industry—whose bread and butter is store detectives—has been growing at about 5 percent a year.

Just as experts can’t agree on why people shoplift, they can’t agree on how to stop it. There are behavioral schools of thought. Others put their faith in psychoanalysis, pharmaceuticals, or voodoo. Some, like a judge we will meet in Tennessee, believe in shame. Stores stockpile surveillance and antitheft devices, ensuring that going to the mall will soon resemble enduring TSA procedures at the airport. Many theft prevention techniques recall the repertoire of Buster Keaton, like the one requiring shoppers to leave a shoe at the register. Not everything is vaudeville,  though. Chasing shoplifters, store detectives—some of whom have no more than a few days of training—have killed them.

In hyperconsumerist America, where shopping is part of the lifeblood of the economy and the culture, shoplifting takes many shapes and represents many things, some of which cancel each other out. It sits on one side of the struggle over a key aspect of the American identity—in the tension between “getting something for nothing” and “working hard to achieve the American Dream.” Shoplifting, like gambling, offers immediate gratification, an apparently effortless (though illegal) way to get ahead. In boom times, much shoplifting, like much shopping, is aspirational. Encouraged to covet what the superrich possess, those who can’t afford, go a step further and steal. Yet shoplifting can also be cast as a desperate theft that the little guy commits to rail against big corruption. In the wake of financial frauds perpetrated at the top, such as the prime mortgage bust, which has been justified in the name of necessary risk taking, it is easy to imagine a shoplifter thinking his crime is irrelevant, or should be. In fact, while working on this book, I heard many shoplifters say exactly that. Finally, in our tough economic decade, the crime is also regarded as proof of the failure of the so-called New Thrift—by this depressing logic, frugality alone cannot counter the recession’s woes: Americans must shoplift to survive.

Defying easy categorizing, the shoplifting going on—committed by blacks and whites, immigrants and native-borns, men and women, young and old, rich and poor, religious people and nonbelievers—is unsettling, funny, and sad. But the different sentences meted out to rich and poor and black and white reveals the tenacity of prejudice.

Even in our loquacious age, shoplifting produces squirming. Stores dislike talking about it. Retail security experts are reticent about their techniques for various reasons, including “giving the secrets to bad guys,” although most secrets can be gleaned from the Internet. One magazine that had assigned me a story on luxury shoplifting decided in the end that publishing it would alienate advertisers. An Orthodox rabbi declined to talk about what shoplifting, if any, existed in his  congregation, since doing so, he reckoned, would be “bad for the Jews.” Shoplifters were unreliable narrators and “badly brought up,” I was told. Philosophers explained to me that the crime was not evil and was therefore not worthy of study. A doctor claimed to be “fearful” that the public would “misunderstand” his research to “cure” kleptomania. But the wisest psychiatrists and psychologists that I encountered understood that any “cure” for shoplifting would require refashioning both social arrangements and the human psyche.

Shoplifting has been a sin, a crime, a confession of sexual repression, a howl of grief, a political yelp, a sign of depression, a badge of identity, and a back door to the American Dream. The act mirrors our collective identity, reflects our shifting moral code, and demonstrates the power that consumption holds over our psyches. The techniques shoplifters use may change; how stores catch the crime and how the law punishes it may change. But shoplifting, whether we find it creepy, or sinister, or even exhilarating, will always ripple through our culture to torment and attract us. Inside stores, these thefts appear when we least expect it.




 PART ONE

SHOPLIFTING IN HISTORY

I didn’t mean to settle down to a career of stealing.

 

—Saul Bellow, Augie March




 1. THEFT AND PUNISHMENT

There are no malls in the animal kingdom, so there is no shoplifting. Hyenas, grackles, crows, ravens, and other birds and mammals steal from one another, which is determined in part by the species, in part by evolution, and in part by scarcity of food. Some birds filch brightly colored string and lightbulbs to decorate their nests: avian kleptomaniacs. All nonhuman stealing is adaptive, John Marzluff, a professor of biology at the University of Washington in Seattle, and an expert on crows, explains: If you steal, you can provide better, more quickly, and in a greater variety of ways for your offspring and you can spend more time doing things that advance your family, like mating and building your nest. The only difference between bird and human theft, Marzluff says, is that “we’re the only [species] who determines whether stealing is good or bad culturally.”

Where shoplifting begins depends on where you think the crime falls on that spectrum. Eve was the first shoplifter, a security expert once quipped, adding that being banned from the Garden of Eden and cursed with mortality was not too severe a punishment for a petty thief. Certainly every ancient culture was preoccupied with thieves and how to stop the crime. Around 2500 BC, the laws of Hammurabi, the first set of recorded directives guiding how a society should work, ruled that the  penalty for stealing from a rich man should be harsher than that for stealing from a poor one.

In the Iron Age, at the dawn of the eighth century BC, the Greeks invented myths in which clever heroes steal in order to create; sometimes they endure terrible fates, sometimes they escape discipline. Prometheus takes fire from Zeus and gives it to mankind; birds pick at his liver. Hermes, the god of thieves and shepherds, steals cattle from Apollo and presents human beings with milk; Zeus does not punish him at all.

Greek legislators tackled the ethics of theft. In the sixth century BC, Draco—the word “draconian” comes from his name—advocated death for any amount stolen, no matter how small. It took a hundred years for Athenian thinkers to begin to distinguish between the small theft, which society punished, and the large, abstract one committed by a despot, which, defined as tyranny, often went unpunished. These philosophers searched not just to explore whether petty theft merits a lesser punishment, but to understand the sources of different-size and differently ordered thefts, the connections among them, and how who steals matters.

In The Republic, Plato asks whether thieves are made or born. His strikingly modern answer is that theft is the fault of both society and the individual. He also connects theft, earning, and hoarding.

Socrates asks, “Then he who is a good keeper of anything is also a good thief?”

Polemachus: “That, I suppose, is to be inferred.”

Socrates: “Then if the just man is good at keeping money, he is good at stealing it.”

Musing about theft’s causes, Aristotle, anticipating the Enlightenment and the 1960s, concluded that thieves reflect a sick social body. The Stoics were less meditative. Once, while beating a slave who said, “It was fated that I steal,” Zeno quipped, “And that you should be beaten.”

Saint Augustine believed that petty theft was as tantalizing as sex. He begins book 2 of The Confessions by nodding to divine law’s condemnation of the crime. Recalling Eve’s temptation, he describes stealing’s sensuous allure and his theft at age sixteen of pears from an orchard with  a group of friends: “Yet I lusted to thieve, and did it, compelled by no hunger, nor poverty, but through a cloyedness of well-doing, and a pamperedness of iniquity.... Nor cared I to enjoy what I stole, but joyed in the theft and sin itself.” Augustine and his friends never even tasted the pears. They fed them to the hogs.

To put an end to this sort of chicanery, the Byzantine emperor Justinian amplified the amount of restitution required, concluding that thieves caught red-handed should pay four times as much as the object’s worth, whereas those caught later on without the object should merely pay double. Justinian also made the first observation about the crime’s clandestine nature. In “Concerning Theft,” a chapter in The Justinian Institute, his legal textbook on the subject, he attributes the Latin word for theft, furtum, to the jurist Marcus Antistius Labeo, who connected it to furvus, the word for black, since theft mostly happens secretly at night.

After the Inquisition, English judges began sentencing thieves to be branded on the thumb instead of the face, since the latter, it was acknowledged, condemned criminals to a life of crime. In France, the brand was in the shape of a V, for voleur.

Christian thinkers in this era sought to soften the law’s severe sentences for petty theft when it arose out of necessity. On stealing to satisfy hunger, Saint Thomas Aquinas wrote, “It is not theft, properly speaking, to take secretly and use another’s property in a case of extreme need: Because that which he takes for the support of his life becomes his own property by reason of that need.”

Aquinas also examined the relationship between theft and shame. He concluded that theft was sometimes synonymous with shame; it could sometimes arise out of shame, and sometimes cause shame. He perceived, in other words, the complex web between shame and stealing that still haunts and confounds. Distinguishing between theft and robbery, Aquinas noted that guileful theft is considered more serious because thieves steal at night—a concrete manifestation of their shame. He went on to observe that robbery, which happens during the daytime, is punished more severely.

Aquinas was not the only Christian writer to object to the law’s punishing petty theft by death. Responding to the regular hanging of thieves caught in the act, Thomas More asks in Utopia, “Be we then so hasty to kill a man for taking a little money?”

For the next three centuries, the answer was yes.




THE LIFTING LAW 

In Elizabethan London, milliners, mercers, pawnbrokers, booksellers, opticians, cheese mongers, bird sellers, curriers, serge makers, soap boilers, sailcloth makers, and linen weavers opened beautiful stores with glass windows to display their wares, inviting theft. The first shoplifters, called “lifters,” were roving bands of men. In 1591, the year that Shakespeare began the Henriad, the history plays in which “thieves and robbers range abroad unseen,” a privately printed pamphlet, The Second Part of Cony Catching, described the lifters—and the act itself—the “lift.”

The Second Part of Cony Catching (the title refers to a con artist “catching” a dupe) was written by Robert Greene, a rake, playwright, journalist, and friend of Shakespeare and Marlowe who died the following year at age thirty-four. In the chapter “The Discovery of the Lifting Law,” Greene, under the pretense of being shocked by this vile crime, instructed would-be “shoplifters”—lifts—how to carry it off.

“Attired in the form of a civil country gentleman,” the lift should stride into the store, wearing only hose and doublet (cloakless, he would avoid suspicion), and call to the merchant, “Sirrah, reach me that piece of velvet or satin or that jewel chain or that piece of plate.”

The lift should continue to ask the merchant to pile more and more goods on the counter, and eventually, while the merchant’s back was turned, a second thief should creep into the store, grab some of it—“garbage” in the trade—and pass it out the window, where a third thief, whom the second pretends to engage in conversation, is strolling by.

“Sir, a word with you. I have a message to do unto you from a very friend of yours, and the errand is of some importance.”

If caught, Greene advised, the three thieves should swear innocence and “call for revenge” against those who accused them.

Although these lifters were men, Greene anticipated centuries of women dominating the theft when, in yet another pamphlet, he wrote, “Women are more subtile than the cunningest . . . lift.” If “starring the glaze”—slang for breaking glass shop windows with a diamond, nail, or knife—was men’s work, lifting was a female crime. Lifting suggested illicit sex and the shame that it incited. “So young and so old a lifter,” Cressida jokes about Troilus, punning on “limb-lifter,” slang for having sex with a prostitute against a wall.

The word “shoplift” first appeared in the tsunami of pulpy biographies, novels, and guides to criminal haunts printed at the end of the seventeenth century. One picaresque tale depicted the underworld setting that shoplifters prowled through. “Towards Night these Houses are throng’d with People of all sorts and qualities . . . Lifters, Foilers, Bulkers”—the reader is dragged on an anthropological tour of the city’s nightspots. The Ladies Dictionary, in addition to providing tips on losing weight and fixing hair, described the female shoplifter who might “go into a mercer’s shop and there pretend to lay out a great deal of Money; Whereas her whole intent is to convey into her nap a piece of some silk or satin that she may the better facilitate her purpose.” Another manual to the criminal element helpfully portrayed this shoplifter as “commonly well clad.”

Beneath the shoplifters’ fancy clothes lay prostitutes, bounders, con artists, female pimps, and actresses. Mary Frith, aka Moll Cut-Purse, procured, shoplifted, and picked pockets. An anonymously written pamphlet attributed her stealing to her “being born under Mercury.” But The Newgate Calendar, a short, weekly biographical pamphlet about the lives of executed criminals, offered another explanation: Moll stole because she “was so ugly in any dress as never to be wooed nor solicited by any man.” Nor, The Newgate Calendar added, did this androgyne ever have her period or fall in love. Another Moll, sometime prostitute Moll King, shoplifted to dress better, or maybe to attract better clients. She stole a  red petticoat (part of the prostitute’s uniform), Flanders lace, and a hair fringe, the front piece of one of the enormous powdered wigs that conferred status on men and women.

Lady shoplifters, sometimes called Amazons or roaring girls, wore pants to pass as men in the underworld and to more easily rob the drunks and scoundrels whose rooms they shared at notorious lodging houses. Diarist Samuel Pepys dwelled for several entries on Maria Carlston. Also called the German Princess, or Mary or Maria Carleton, Carlston performed in a play about her own larcenous adventures. As Mary Blacke, she shoplifted before she was executed.

In the century since Robert Greene’s guide was printed, London had doubled in size, becoming the largest and wealthiest city in the world. Londoners scrutinized clothes; the luxury-goods business exploded. A partial inventory of a mercer’s shop might include silks and brocades, cloth of silver and gold, Genevan and English velvet, satin, mohairs, and crepes. Such shops were crowded—sometimes as many as sixty customers vied for one salesperson’s attention. The shops also established credit, extending the possibilities of what people could buy—if not up front, then by paying usurious interest. Whatever the reasons for the rise in shoplifters, they crimped merchants’ profits.

By 1699, under William III, Parliament passed a group of laws increasing punishment for theft. The Shoplifting Act was one of over 150 laws pertaining to theft passed between 1688 and 1800, creating what historians call the Bloody Code—capital punishment for petty crimes. The Shoplifting Act decreed that shoplifting an item worth more than five shillings could get you hanged. (An alternative since 1660, shoplifters’ transportation to the North American colonies or to Botany Bay was becoming less practical, as those places were increasingly reluctant to accept England’s convicts.) Another part of the law spared those who turned in shoplifters to the police from the duties of serving in public office. William also eliminated “benefit of clergy” for some crimes, including shoplifting items valued over five shillings. (From the fourteenth century, any  criminal who could read verse 1 of Psalm 51—the so-called neck verse—from the Bible had escaped with branding on the “meat” of the thumb or, for a few years, on the cheek near the nose instead of transportation or death.)

The Shoplifting Act did not stop shoplifting. Although the murder rate remained low, shoplifting flared, as did theft generally in London, where most historians agree that it comprised the majority of all crimes. Shoplifting was the third most prevalent offense among transported women.

Found guilty, a shoplifter might be rushed to Newgate Prison, where, if she could pay the weekly half-crown rent for the “Master’s Side,” she could also fill her apartment with comfortable furniture, carpets, books, wine, and even, in one case, servants. There, while waiting to be tried, hanged, or transported, shoplifters and other well-to-do criminals consorted with radicals such as Lord George Gordon, after whom the 1780 Gordon Riots were named. Sentenced to death, the shoplifter might go to the Tyburn Tree, a gallows built in the Middle Ages on the site of what is now Marble Arch in Hyde Park—today one of London’s busiest shopping areas. The Tyburn Tree was shaped like a long triangle and supported by three legs, so that the cart from Newgate could be backed directly up to the gallows and groups of criminals could be hanged at once. Thousands of people watched. During the eighteenth century, two-thirds of all executions were for property crimes. Not every shoplifter did the “Tyburn jig,” and some merchants protested the Shoplifting Act’s severity. By the 1720s, when London’s population was 700,000, by one estimate, 10,000 thieves called the city home.

Among the first printed books were biographies of thieves. In these books and in eighteenth-century court records, shoplifters were young, unmarried women fleeing villages and towns (although at least one, Mary Robinson, was a senior citizen) for London. They were anonymous, desirable, available. They also shoplifted differently from men. Whereas men wore cloaks (or went without and used teams), women depended on  the pocket, a recent innovation initially designed to protect female shoppers against “purse cutting,” a form of pickpocketing. Since the pocket hung freely under the skirt and on top of the hoop, and could be reached through slits in the cloak, shoplifters used it to stash rolls of “Holland,” as linen was called. When women were caught shoplifting, they fainted, or tried to sell the merchant stolen fabric, or as a last resort, staged a fight.

Yet for all her popularity, the shoplifter might never have become illustrative of the era if Daniel Defoe had not made her the heroine of the first modern English novel. Published in 1722, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, supposedly set forty years earlier, traces the rise of Moll, beginning with her mother, who began her life of thievery thanks to “the devil, who began, by the help of an irresistible poverty” as she described it, “even when my necessities were not so great.” Written from Moll’s point of view at age seventy, Moll Flanders is supposedly based on the life of Moll King. The book follows the heroine as she becomes a prostitute, marries, and loses her husband and her income. To support her children, Moll gets drawn into shoplifting.

I pass’d by an apothecary’s shop in Leadenhall-street, where I saw lye on a stool just before the compter a little bundle wrapt in a white Cloth; beyond it stood a Maid Servant with her Back to it, looking up towards the top of the Shop, where the Apothecary’s Apprentice, as I suppose, was standing upon the compter, with his Back also to the door, and a Candle in his Hand, looking and reaching up to the upper Shelf for something he wanted, so that both were engag’d and no Body else in the Shop.



Moll snatches the bundle. A professional shoplifter trains her to steal a plate, brocaded silk, ribbons, and other expensive items. She catches on. Three days later:I venturid into a house, where I saw the Doors open, and furnishid myself as I thought verily without being perceivid with two Peices  of flowerid Silks, such as they call Brocaded silk, very rich.... I was attack’d by two Wenches that came open mouth’d at me just as I was going out at the Door . . . that I had neither broken anything to get in, nor carried anything out, the justice was enclin’d to have releas’d me: but the first saucy Jade that stop’d me, affirming that I was going out with the Goods, but that she stop’d me and pull’d me back as I was upon the Threshold, the Justice upon that point committed me, and I was carried to Newgate. . . .





Moll’s confession to the court is either ironic or sincere, depending on how seriously you take the book as a cautionary tale. Instead of being hanged, she is transported to America, to riches, respectability, and romantic happiness. Defoe tells his heroine’s biography in comic as well as moral language: “I grew as impudent a thief and as dexterous as ever Moll Cutpurse was,” she brags.

It is no accident that Defoe, the first modern writer to make a living from his craft, chose a shoplifter as his heroine. Nor that he picked Moll Flanders, a character born from mingling fiction with interviews and newspaper articles who inspired a debate about her real identity. Then, as now, no one knows exactly what happens when a shoplifter steals or why she is doing it. Like espionage or a love affair, the details have to be imagined or conjured.

If the first female shoplifters stole to get ahead, the first so-called thief catchers—organizers of shoplifting gangs who doubled as snitches—walked the thin line between consuming and stealing. These thief catchers were always men. Of all of them, Jonathan Wild—who also “helped” victims recover the objects shoplifters had stolen for a fee—is the most fascinating. Wild was a precursor of Charles Dickens’s Fagin, the sinister abuser of shoplifting kids. But in the eighteenth century, Wild’s mash-up of buying and stealing and shoplifting and catching shoplifters made him celebrated and defamed.

The man who organized and caught shoplifters was brought down by the crime. In 1725, Wild was tried for shoplifting fifty yards of lace from the shop of Catherine Streham. The judge acquitted him, since it  could not be proved that he was on the scene, although he most likely set up the crime. The transcript from his trial reveals how Wild’s thieves planned to shoplift or “speak with”—another euphemism—lace from Streham’s shop by impersonating demanding customers.

After Wild was hanged, a shoplifting craze hit London, inspiring some merchants to appeal to King George I to establish a large reward for catching shoplifters. This resulted in a wave of executions and in the institutionalizing of the thief catcher, the half shoplifter–half snitch role Wild introduced. But neither of these measures halted the shoplifting spike, which some observers attributed to an underworld protest over Wild’s death and others believed was a delayed reaction to the bursting of the South Sea Bubble, a financial catastrophe to rival the great Wall Street crash of 2008. In the rise of small thefts, some saw a revolt against big larceny among the nobility.

Wild became a hero, first commemorated in another semifactual account, possibly also by Daniel Defoe, The True and Accurate Account of the Life of Jonathan Wild. Wild then appeared as Peachum in John Gay’s satiric play The Beggar’s Opera, which unfavorably compared merchants, police, and politicians to shoplifters, prostitutes, and fences. Gay’s point of view was that everyone was corrupt: The shoplifter was at one with the world. In a conversation among several shoplifting prostitutes, one boasts about the technique of holding the shopkeeper’s gaze while she snatches trinkets and another complains about competition.

In The Life and Death of Jonathan Wild, Henry Fielding, the satirist, lawyer, and crime-fighting pioneer, writes that one synonym for the crime is “buttock and file,” slang for a prostitute. Another is “sneaking budge.” But although Fielding founded the first private police force, his explanations for the crime were less those of a crime stopper than a social critic. His manifesto, An Enquiry into the Causes of the Late Increase of Robbers, blamed shoplifting on “the increase in luxury among the lower orders of the people” and on consumers’ greed: “Indeed, could not the Thief find a Market for his Goods, there would be an absolute End of . . . Shoplifting.” Still, in his novel Tom Jones, exploring theatrum mundi—the idea  that the world is a stage—Fielding proposed an even more radical cause of theft. On the stage of London, where what you wore determined status, shoplifting might provide the costumes and props necessary to escape the role you were destined to play.

 

 

A handkerchief-shoplifting drama captured international interest by pitting a foreigner against the country he was protecting. In 1756, Christopher William Schroeder, a Hanoverian soldier stationed in England, allegedly shoplifted two silk handkerchiefs from a store in Maidstone, a town about thirty miles from London. (The Hanoverian forces were defending England from France.) Harris, the merchant whose handkerchiefs Schroeder allegedly stole, reported the crime. The press seized on the incident, which became known as the Maidstone Affair, as proof of British corruption and foreign decadence. One question was whether Schroeder should be punished according to local laws, which might hang him, or more benevolent military ones, as his general recommended. After he threatened to withdraw his troops, the general prevailed. That Schroeder was, according to some sources, sentenced to run three times through a gauntlet of three hundred men, each of whom whipped him, did not pacify British nationalists. Nor that the Hanoverian troops withdrew ahead of schedule. The handkerchief shoplifting stood for England’s shameful dependence on a foreign power and for the luxury-loving soldiers protecting the nation that invented the Bloody Code.




REVOLUTIONS 

In 1778, the satirist John Collett painted a marvelous scene, Shop-Lifter Detected. The shoplifter stands in the foreground, dressed in a fashionable yellow-and-pink gown and a white stomacher. She gathers her skirts around her legs, while a boy kneels on the floor in front of her and pulls a lace ribbon from beneath her petticoats, where she had stashed it. He is looking up her skirt. A scandalized older female customer watches. A few  rolls of lace and ribbon lie on the floor near the shoplifter’s feet. Another man—perhaps the shopkeeper—stands behind her, grasping her upper arms. He appears to be pulling fabric out of her décolletage. The shoplifter is turning her head to look at him, and in a moment, he might embrace her. Through the open door, a peace officer (a precursor of a policeman) bursts, intending to take the shoplifter to Newgate. A small dog is barking. In the corner of the room, on a shelf near the ceiling, sits a statue of Hermes, or Mercury, the god of thieves.

Collett painted Shop-Lifter Detected as British soldiers were returning home and taking back the menial jobs women had held during wartime, thus creating a new generation of female shoplifters. The most famous, Elizabeth Barnsley, a real-life Moll Flanders, played the part of an upwardly mobile Londoner. When a Bond Street merchant confronted the twenty-nine-year-old Barnsley and her partner Ann Wheeler as they tried to shoplift eighteen yards of muslin and some Irish cloth, the women denied it. Friends of Lady Spencer, the Duchess of Devonshire, frequent shoppers, and servant owners would never “tumble” cloth, as shoplifting was then called. Those excuses did not prevent the thieves from being arrested, although in court, the bailiff referred to them (perhaps ironically) as “ladies.” Barnsley was sentenced to transportation. On the voyage to Botany Bay, she demanded to wear her own clothes, as opposed to the dull uniform of the guilty. But she underwent a conversion onboard. Even before she had arrived in the penal colony, she graduated to midwifery.

The American Revolution inspired all manner of rebellion, including theft. English literature at the end of the eighteenth century abounds with Robin Hoods of both genders. William Godwin’s novel Caleb Williams , or Things as They Are, gives the leader of the thieves, Captain Raymond, these lines: “We, who are thieves without a licence, are at open war with another set of men who are thieves according to law.”

But in England a long half century passed between the end of the American Revolution and the end of hanging shoplifters. Attempts to stop began in 1771, when Mary Jones, an indigent woman whose husband  had been impressed by the navy, was hanged for shoplifting a piece of linen to clothe her baby. The Whig orator and politician Sir William Meredith protested, “I do not believe a fouler murder was ever committed against the law, than of this woman by law.” In his famous speech, “On Frequent Executions,” Meredith pleaded that not only was Jones “young” and “most remarkably handsome”—as if her looks should have prevented her from shoplifting—she was penniless and in debt because her husband had gone off to fight for his country. But even using the word “stolen” to describe the young soldier’s impressment failed to convince the House of Commons that hanging a shoplifter was wrong.

In France, a great thinker, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was remaking petty theft from a sin into a political act committed by citizens to even the score against the aristocracy and the monarchy. Published in 1787, two years before French peasants stormed the Bastille, Rousseau’s Confessions admits to masturbation, ménage à trois, masochism, child abandonment, and petty theft. The volume recounts how, years earlier, while apprenticed to an engraver in Geneva, to help a friend make some money on the side, Rousseau steals asparagus from his master’s garden. He steals apples from the cellar. He steals his master’s “talent” by using his tools secretly. Then Rousseau gets caught, and the penalty for stealing and the pleasure of doing it become intertwined. “I was convinced that to rob and be punished were inseparable,” he writes. “A kind of traffic, in which, if I perform my part of the bargain my master would not be deficient in performing his.”

Two years later, at age sixteen, Rousseau graduates to women’s trinkets. He has worked as an apprentice in the household of the comtesse de Vercellis for only a few months before her death. From the comtesse’s possessions, he steals a pink-and-silver ribbon. When the theft is discovered, Rousseau lies: Marion, a pretty, young cook whom he believed was infatuated with him, gave it to him. In the Confessions, he describes how, as the rest of the household staff looks on, he professes his innocence and lays blame on an innocent woman. “I accuse her boldly: she remains confused and speechless, casting a look on me that would have  disarmed a demon.” Marion apparently ventured her own accusation: “Ah, Rousseau! I believed you were a good fellow! You are making me very unhappy and yet I wouldn’t want to be in your place.” Both servants were let go.

Though apparently shameless enough in the moment of being accused of the theft, Rousseau was sufficiently responsible to social norms to feel guilty about Marion’s fate. He never revealed the details of the incident until writing the Confessions. It may have been one of the reasons—the only reason—for his writing them. Yet the childhood thefts and Rousseau’s attitude toward stealing also provided the root for some of the most intriguing material in his philosophical treatises, specifically his ideas about forging a new self separate from the one determined by social injustices.

Rousseau ultimately insists that society—not sin—makes us steal. He did not consider thieving to be part of his authentic self. For example, he wondered whether, if he had been questioned in private—as opposed to being publicly shamed—he would have confessed instead of blaming Marion. “Thus I learned to covet, dissemble, lie, and, at length, to steal, a propensity I never felt the least idea of before, though since that time I have never been able entirely to divest myself of it. Desire and inability united naturally led to this vice, which is the reason pilfering is so common among footmen and apprentices.”

Echoing Saint Augustine, Rousseau confesses that he stole out of “complaisance,” as well, observing “it was not so terrible to thieve as I had imagined” and writing, “I applied myself to thieving with great tranquility.”

After the French Revolution, a revolutionary tribunal apparently decided that pregnant women could shoplift with impunity. The Marquis de Sade endorsed theft as a prescription for freedom. In the pamphlet he inserted in his 1795 erotic novel, Philosophy in the Bedroom, “Frenchmen! One More Effort If You Wish to Be Republicans!” he writes:If we glance at the history of ancient times, we will see theft permitted, nay recompensed, in all the Greek republics . . . stealing  nourishes courage, strength, skill, tact, in a word, all the virtues useful to a republican system and consequently to our own. Lay partiality aside, and answer me: is theft, whose effect is to distribute wealth more evenly, to be branded as a wrong in our day, under our government, which aims at equality?





Two hundred years later, the French philosopher Michel Foucault describes how the last years of the eighteenth century realized a key “shift from a criminality of blood to a criminality of fraud.” Driven by the birth of capitalism, a renewed hunger for material goods, and an escalation in the number of people able to afford such goods, the shift incited theft, a surge in police activities, as well as penalties for the crime—15 percent of people who stole food were executed in the 1790s, as opposed to 5 percent before the Revolution. Ultimately, bourgeois society—not political upheaval, Foucault writes—redoubles theft and its punishment.




“NOTHING WAS VALUED BY ME UNLESS I HAD SUCCEEDED IN PILFERING IT” 

According to Alexis de Tocqueville, who on his trip to America transcribed the remarks of Sam Houston, the governor of Tennessee, theft was unknown before the Europeans arrived. “Since then it has been necessary to make laws to prevent theft. Among the Creeks who are beginning to get civilized and have a written penal code, theft is punished by strokes of the whip.”

Lacking the tradition of a king as well as England’s volume of luxury goods and rigid class system, shoplifting did not immediately catch on in the colonies. Some transported shoplifters continued to practice their crime here, of course. But although the first colonial Americans occasionally hanged thieves and printed their confessions in chapbooks for all to read, many colonies, establishing their own laws, preferred shame punishment. Pennsylvania required restitution be four times the amount of the stolen item. New Englanders favored the ducking stool, the stocks,  and the pillory for theft. Overall, Americans reserved hanging for witchcraft, sodomy, espionage, and adultery.

Shoplifting by slaves in colonial America was often treated by the courts as a precursor to flight or other rebellion and was punished severely regardless of the amount stolen. Hannah, an eighteen-year-old mulatto slave who stole “as much Bristol stuff as would make her a Gown and Pettycoat,” as well as a handkerchief and a small piece of calico fabric, because her mistress left her naked in the North, would have been fined, branded, or sold to meet a debt. In some states in the South, she might have been hanged.

Men of the Enlightenment, the Founding Fathers opposed capital punishment for theft. Thomas Jefferson proposed its abolition as early as 1776. But when the House of Delegates voted on his proposal nine years later, it was defeated. (Outrage over horse thieves killed it.) “Crimes against property; the punishment in most countries immensely disproportionate to the crime,” Jefferson wrote in 1792, by which time the majority of states had replaced capital punishment for minor property crimes with public labor and imprisonment.

American writing about theft in general and shoplifting in particular evolved from cautionary tales to Barnumesque bragging. Published in 1803, the first American thief’s memoir, more mocking and prurient than redemptive and contrite, casts off shame more dramatically than any British confessions that preceded it. Seth Wyman’s The Life and Adventures of Seth Wyman not only anticipates our criminal tell-alls today but also presents a new kind of shoplifter.

Wyman is no roaring girl or queen of thieves, as shoplifters were sometimes called. He is a thieving Davy Crockett who crows about his meanness and his quick fingers as skills necessary to survive in the New World. He is a rugged individualist who makes his living by shoplifting. He was born in 1784, in Goffstown, New Hampshire, to a prosperous farmer, another Seth Wyman who fought in the Battle of Bunker Hill, and “a kind, noble-hearted” mother. He writes, “Nothing was valued by me unless I had succeeded in pilfering it . . . and the more value I was  obliged to take in stealing an article, the higher I valued it.” Wyman began as a toddler stealing shiny silver coins. At thirteen, he stole “a loaf of sugar” from some soldiers. Later, fortified with brandy, he graduated to shoplifting, stealing guns from gunsmiths, gingerbread cakes from bakeries, and cloth from dry-goods stores. He bought a cloak “capacious enough to hold a small family and a pig” and stole mink furs and seven pairs of gloves from an English dry-goods store. Later, after he seduced a tailoress, he had her sew shoplifted cloth into garments. Wyman shoplifted both for his own pleasure and to impress “the fair sex.” Imprisoned several times in Massachusetts, he redoubled his larceny when released, only slowing down after marrying a widow who bore him six children.

A thief practically from the cradle, Wyman is yet a representative figure. At times, Americans have celebrated shoplifting’s most confessional, violent, and liberational aspects, and at other times have excessively punished the crime. The roots of our forays into shoplifting as a revolutionary act, an aspirational transaction, and a reimagining of the self lie in the first decades of the nineteenth century.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/shte_9781101516287_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
e





OEBPS/shte_9781101516287_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
THE STEAL

RACHEL SHTEIR





OEBPS/shte_9781101516287_oeb_001_r1.jpg
THE STEAL

A Cultural History of Shoplifting

RACHEL SHTEIR

THE PENGUIN PRESS New Fork 2011





OEBPS/shte_9781101516287_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





