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To the consumer, using a light does not simply mean lighting a room at a given cost, but instead takes on
a host of other meanings both psychological and somatic. A historical examination of lighting in the United
States suggests ways in which electric lighting has influenced everyday life, and vice-versa, how everyday
life and tradition may influence lighting practice.

Electric lighting, barely a century old, has brought fundamental changes in both the structure and conscious-
ness of our lives. It has granted the opportunity of an expansion of human activity through space and time,
paralleling the expansion of artificial light. Metaphoric and psychological interpretations of light and dark
can provide a basis through which to understand discourse on electric lighting, perceptions of electric
lighting, and how lighting affects notions of comfort, control, happiness, security, wakefulness, and desire.

The demand for lighting does not constitute a fixed need waiting for an ideal technique to satisfy it. Instead
practice depends not only on the lighting techniques available but also on the meanings of such techniques
and the meanings of the light these techniques provide. Therefore the social interpretations of light can
guide experts in developing lighting technologies and policies, and can and should inform where energy
conservation efforts are focused.

Lighting is such a naturalized aspect of everyday life thatINTRODUCTION
it tends to be unremarkable to the layperson except during
periods of rapid technological change. It thus remains a
relatively unexamined yet fundamental aspect of social life.If human behavior is considered at all in energy use model-
The ultra-convenience of modern electric lighting permitsing, it is typically accounted for as the ‘‘noise’’ deviating
constant use with minimal attentiveness. Some scholars havefrom engineering assumptions or statistical models. At best,
used cross-cultural analyses to demonstrate that very differ-behavior may be accounted for through reference to demo-
ent perceptions and traditions may lie at the heart of differ-graphic variables such as income or educational level.1 These
ences in energy consumption between one community andapproaches to behavior can be useful when the objective is
another (Willhite et al. 1995; Prins 1993). In this paper, Istatistical prediction of energy consumption and are not, in
examine instead the temporal dimension of light’s culturegeneral, wrong. The paradigm underlying such approaches,
by sketching a social history of lighting in the United Stateshowever, can be misleading when it also serves as the basis,
over the past century, toward showing how the past informsas it often does, for examining larger issues related to energy
present practices of energy use.demand such as promoting energy-efficient lifestyles or

designing energy conservation programs. Toward improving
the effectiveness of such efforts, the foundations of energy First, I give a brief overview of the history of lighting tech-
use should be more closely examined (Kempton & Schipper niques and describe how the increasing amount and conve-

nience of light made possible by technical progress has1994, 185).
influenced social patterns. I then address the social meanings
of light as embedded in language and other symbolic sys-

The demand for lighting is, in fact, entirely based in behavior, tems, and comment on possible physiological bases for social
for the very essence of all human energy use is behavioral.interpretations of light. I suggest possible reconstructions of
The challenge lies in understanding which behaviors can our senses of sight, control, community, space, and time
reasonably be modified, and which are so socially ingrained that may be linked to the introduction and proliferation of
that cost savings and imposed morality are unlikely to over- electric lighting. Finally, I suggest ways in which an
ride them. Our understanding of these issues can be furtheredimproved understanding of the social meanings of light can
by increasing our familiarity with the social meanings of help reframe lighting energy problems and thus help the
light as well as how and why demand for lighting is culturally energy professional better address the reduction of energy

demand.constructed.
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earliest use of gas street lighting was in the United StatesA BRIEF OVERVIEW OF LIGHTING
was in Boston in 1819, but the technology moved onlyTHROUGH THE AGES slowly westward: San Francisco streets were not gas lit until
1852.3 Gas was more popular for streets than homes. For

The standard technological progression of artificial lighting the most part, gas was available only in urban areas, and
begins with fire, and continues on to torches, oil lamps, the light it supplied was sometimes described as too harsh
candles, arc lamps, gas lighting, electric incandescent light-and glaring. Often judged unsuitable for lived-in areas, it
ing, and fluorescent lighting.2 Oil lamps were likely in use served as a supplement to candles and lanterns rather than
as early as 50,000 B.C.E. (Panati 1987, 133). The candlea sole source of artificial light (Nye 1990, 158).
had been invented by the end of the first century A.D. (op
cit., 134). After the invention of the candle, it was at least By 1900, twenty-one years after Edison’s 1879 patent, only
a full 1700 years before another major lighting innovation, about five percent of residences in the United States were
Argand’s 1783 oil lamp and Davy’s 1808 electric arc lamp electrified.4 By 1910 nearly 20 percent of residences were
(Schivelbusch 1988, 9–14). Edison’s carbon filament lamp electrified. However it was not until almost 1930 that resi-
was patented in 1879, with much ensuing fanfare. His inno- dential electric lighting was the norm in the United States.
vation did not achieve widespread adoption for several Rural household electrification rates were much lower than
decades to come. In historical terms, major advancementsthose for urban areas at any given time, with only 11 percent
in lighting technology are very recent—if you are now in of rural residences electrified in 1935. Rural electrification
your thirties or older, your grandmother was likely born in was prodded along in the 1930s and 1940s by the efforts of
a house without electricity. the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Rural Electrification

Administration. By the beginning of World War II, the elec-
Lanterns and candles provided limited illumination: ‘‘The

trification rate of U.S. housing stock in aggregate was over
story of medieval lighting . . . is as dim as the lights them-

80 percent. Then and now, lighting is typically the first
selves were,’’ writes F.W. Robins (1939, 4). Consider these

electric end use installed when electricity is introduced; other
before-and-after snapshots of electric home lighting: (1) in

applications take hold later. At the turn of the century, nearly
the 1830s, a typical home in Sturbridge, Massachusetts had

all residential electric power consumption was used for light-
at most three candlesticks or other lighting devices (Moss

ing, though by the 1930s lighting accounted for only 40
1988, 36) and only the rich could afford more, while a

percent of residential electricity use (Schurr & Netschert
typical American home today gives virtually no thought to

1977, 623). In 1995, lighting accounted for an estimated 20
the low cost of bathing any room in light; (2) a typical oil

to 25 percent of nationwide electricity use.5

lamp of 1890 might have emitted seven candlepower, while
a typical tungsten electric lamp of 1920 emitted 1500; (3) Once introduced, electric lighting provides immediate and
an Edison electric lamp of a century ago operated at an dramatic changes in the environment. It makes possible
efficacy of 3 lumens/Watt, while a typical lamp used today much greater levels of illumination than previously feasible,
may operate at 40 lumens/Watt (Mills & Piette 1993, 75); both inside and outside the home. This increase in illumina-
(4) before electrification, wicks had to be trimmed, lamps tion, in turn, expands the breadth of what can be seen at
filled, and fuel collected, whereas now it is a matter of any time, and thus increases the number of human activities
buying a light bulb once in a while and paying a monthly possible at any time and eliminates the need to gather around
bill. To the consumer, the process of lighting has become a limited light source. In just one century, America went
mystified. from no electric lighting to nearly complete electric lighting.

This rapid proliferation led to fundamental changes in Amer-In short, lighting homes before electricity was inconvenient,
ican life—where and when people gathered, where and whencostly, and technically limited. And lighting was dangerous:
they could work, and their personal perceptions of comfort,with candles and oil lamps there was the danger of fire, with
safety, privacy, intimacy, and control.6 These both informgas there was also danger of explosion as well as unpleasant
and are informed by the symbolism of light as manifestedheat, oxygen depletion, and soot. These conditions limited
in common metaphors as well as in the rhetoric of light-both the amount of light used and the length of time for
ing. These social meanings are the subject of the followingwhich light was used, and thus limited too the number of
discussion.spaces in which people could gather. A typical pre-electric

evening home scene has the entire family gathered around
THE SOCIAL MEANINGS OF LIGHTthe lamp, some doing chores and talking, perhaps others

reading.
Metaphorical interpretations of light and

To some extent, the introduction of gas lighting foreshad- darkness
owed the effects of electric lighting. Gas lighting first became

Flame and light are strongly associated with religion andoperational at the end of the 18th century, offering an adjust-
able and much-brighter light than earlier alternatives. The magic and have rich metaphoric worlds. Light symbolizes
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truth, knowledge, and progress: The Enlightenment, to see The contemporary social symbolism of electricity and elec-
tric lighting has been adapted from the traditional symbolismthe light, the Torch of Knowledge, and the brightness of an

intelligent person. In contrast, darkness often symbolizes of natural lighting. For example, while a flame is sometimes
used to symbolize knowledge, cartooned light bulbs are usedignorance, oppression, evil, or lack of personal control: to

be in the dark, Dark Ages, dark forces, lunatic.7 These meta- to represent something similar, although less subtle—an
idea, something immediate. As Garnert (1990, 1991) hasphoric interpretations—in addition to the physiological

effects of lighting—contribute to a fascination of the inter- demonstrated through an examination of Swedish advertise-
ments and trademarks, there exists an ‘‘electro-cultural’’play between light and dark, a phenomenon applied by archi-

tects, interior designers, dramaturgists, and cinematogra-symbolism of light as intelligence, power, and even love.
Another property we have come to associate with electricphers. The border between light and dark, a dimness evoca-

tive of the ambiguous, ‘‘in-between’’ periods of dawn and lighting is cleanliness. This may stem in part from electric
lighting’s whiteness, its ability to reveal dirt if dirt is present,dusk, is especially associated with imagination, intimacy,

and the supernatural. Light also facilitates surveillance and and because it is much cleaner to use (in the vicinity of the
light) than earlier alternatives. In such ways, the modernrepresents poweroverand attentionto, while darkness gives

respite: to be in the spotlight as opposed to standing in the light bulb has become more than just a source of light: it is
a tradition and a symbol imbued with a variety of meanings.shadows.8 This duality is a current in the discourse on electric

lighting, as will be discussed below.
The way we socially experience light directly relates to the
way we use it. Easy as it is to flick a light switch in theFormal literary and social interpretations of
home, the psychological difference between a light beingelectricity
on and a light being off may override attempts to promote
tides of conscientiousness in energy management: a room

Formal accounts of electric lighting embody and reinforce
that is lit is a room that is already available and safe, pos-

the traditional social meanings of light described above.
sessed, ready for habitation, connected. A room’s lighting

Development literature consistently credits electrification
creates a large part of its personality and perhaps embodies

with increasing productivity, literacy, and well-being. His-
the personality of the decorator. In contrast to bright and

torically, electric lighting has been described as a purveyor of
overhead lights, low lights, scattered like kerosene lamps of

happiness, knowledge and progress, cleanliness and health:
old, are associated with coziness and intimacy, at least in
Norway (Willhite et al. 1995).

‘‘If you put a light on every farm, you put a light in
every heart.’’

LIGHT’S INFLUENCE ON HUMAN—Rural Electrification Administration official, 1935 (as
quoted in Donovan 1990,150) HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

‘‘The epic of artificial light reveals the human race born in Medical evidence points to the fact that our positive social
the darkness of ignorance, emerging into the twilight of interpretations of light may in fact have some physiological
knowledge, achieving some creditable independence frombasis.9 Beginning in the late 19th century, there was a great
Nature, and eventually reproducing and even surpassingdeal of interest in the links between electricity and health,
Nature’s light and lighting.’’ including the use of electricity for treating fatigue and for
—Matthew Luckiesh,Torch of Civilization(1940:86) promoting crop growth (Schivelbusch 1988, 69–76). Electric

light itself was said to be healthier than gas lighting and
kerosene lighting. Links between health and electric lighting‘‘Not only did . . . lanterns foul the air—giving off dangerous
remain under examination, and many medical journal articlesand irritating exhaust fumes—but they were also all but
as well as more popular essays report on the influence of theineffective, offering only a dim, flickering light source.
timing, amount, and quality of light on the mind and body.10Today, Navajo families have a safe, clean, power provided

by the same sun they have worshiped as a deity for millennia.
A Navajo mother expressed her satisfaction with this new For example, in 1984, researchers identified a syndrome

now known as ‘‘Seasonal Affective Disorder’’ (SAD). Peo-power source: ‘My sons no longer have red eyes and chest
pains from breathing in lantern fumes. They see better and ple with SAD experience recurrent depressions during the

winter months (Schmittbiel 1994). The explanation for thiscan do their homework without these health hazards; they
have the clean lighting provided by our sun and the sand syndrome is that the presence of light—either artificial or

natural—inhibits the secretion of melatonin, a hormonefrom beneath our feet.’ ’’
—Scanlon et al. (1993) inMother Earth News,describing which, at high concentrations, is believed to cause drowsi-

ness (Melbin 1987, 125). This means that, physically, ourthe benefits of a recent photovoltaic system installed on
Arizona’s Navajo Reservation. bodies respond to light with wakefulness and other associ-
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ated physiological effects. Light therapy is a common treat- birthday candles, and the coziness of dim lights for intimate
gatherings. All these indicate that imagination is most activement for SAD (Rosenthal 1993), and farmers have long

used light intensity and artificial photoperiod to manage in thenot-quite-dark—both in sensing the supernatural
and, like flame, dawn, and dusk, evoking other worlds ordomesticated animals (Melbin 1987, 125). It has been sug-

gested that the decrease in the age of menarche coincident possibilities.14

with industrialization may be linked to increased availability
of light, correspondingly decreased levels of melatonin Sense of space and community
secretion, and thereby a reduction of melatonin’s inhibitory
effects on maturation (Melbin 1987, 124–125).

When humans are awake they are almost always near light.
Since only a few sources of light were available in the typical

Although it would be very hard to prove, these medical
American household before electrification, friends and fami-

findings suggest the possibility our social and technical shift
lies gathered around these isolated light sources at night,

towards brighter and more artificial light may have been
before going to sleep. The small, dimly lit, socially dense

paralleled by large-scale historic shifts in physiology, includ-
area centered at the source of light stood in contrast to the

ing the disruption of a ‘‘natural’’ circadian rhythm. The
dark, empty spaces surrounding it. But once electric lighting

lighting industry has responded to these health concerns by
is installed, the configuration and use of domestic space

developing lighting alternatives more closely allied with
change, first socially and then architecturally. So, too, do

sunlight, such as full-spectrum lighting, daylighting, and
the social dynamics of the domestic and public spheres

special devices including Bio-Brite’s Sun-Rise alarm clock,
change. The dispersed and bright light offered by electricity

which features a globe-shaped light meant to awaken the
means that there is much less need for the family to gather

user by gradually brightening, mimicking sunrise.
together in the evening. Schivelbusch (1988, 79) echoes this
claim: ‘‘Electric light not only dissolved the centre around

It is also possible that the proliferation of electric lights has which the family gathered, it also altered the whole appear-
changed the frequency and perhaps the nature of humanance of the room that it lit up, or rather, inundated, with
intimate relationships. For example, anecdotal evidence indi- light.’’ This dissolution occurs not only inside the home but
cates that: (1) the lights went out in New York City for a outside of it as well. Electric lighting has encouraged night
few days in 1965; legend has it that this resulted in a mini- life and urbanity, and perhaps has played a role in the increas-
babyboom;11 (2) local birth rates have often been reported ing separation of public from private realms.
to drop soon after electrification (Garnert 1991); and (3)
candles remain a traditional setting for romance. These com-

Sense of safetyprise circumstantial evidence at best, but all suggest that
darkness and semi-darkness are more conducive to sex.

Darkness is often almost synonymous with danger. Light,
then, offers relative safety. As a child you left the bedroomHOW LIGHTING HAS CHANGED
light on when you were scared. As an adult, when you leave

OUR SENSES the house, you leave a light on to give the impression of
someone being home, perhaps to create sense of welcoming,

Over the last two centuries, and even over the last twenty but often too for security reasons. The neighborhood associa-
years, there has been a gradual dispersion of people and oftion wants lights on your street. The association of darkness
light across both the hours of the day and the landscape.with danger is not limited to the 20th century, for there
Electric lighting has been fundamental in supporting this have always been wild animals, the possibility of misstep,
expansion, and has consequently changed the way that wecriminals, and the other-worldly. However, the modern
experience the world around us. Below, I describe the ways urban environment may have driven the association of dark-
in which electric lighting has influenced our senses of sight, ness with danger to new heights, particularly because alterna-
space, community, safety, time, and control.12

tives to darkness are so feasible. Ralph Waldo Emerson
wrote in his diary, decades before electric street-lighting,

Sense of sight that: ‘‘A good lamp is the best police’’ (Bouman 1991, 64).
General Electric agreed: ‘‘Light is also a good fireman, a
first class salesman, and a wonderful protector of humanFirst and foremost, light permits sight. With electrification,

the relative abundance and ease of use of light brings accus- life. And at what low wages it works!’’ (op cit.). From the
perspective of power companies and lighting manufacturers,toms us to illumination, perhaps with such profound conse-

quences as a reordering of the senses so that vision becomes the night and security lighting market is a profitable direc-
tion, promoting the purchase of new hardware and off-peakthe ‘‘most important’’ sense.13 Low lighting levels are still

used to facilitate imagination, intimacy, and to build sus- load. Use of motion-sensed security lighting shot up in Los
Angeles in 1989, for example, possibly in response to fearpense: consider the campfire, making a wish by blowing out
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of the ‘‘Night Stalker,’’ Richard Ramirez. Night lighting is The Amish are a religious order numbering 125,000 scattered
among scores of settlements in North America, mostused not only for reasons of security and practical utility,

but also for highlighting certain parts of the landscape, such famously in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Old Order
Amish are a retreatist sect eschewing much of the technologyas shopping areas or magnificent buildings, and for promot-

ing urbanity and socializing.15 introduced in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Members
of this sect do use electricity for some purposes, but being
connected to a central grid is taboo, according to an ordi-Sense of time
nance set by the Amish church in 1919. Generally, 12 volt
direct current (DC) is considered an acceptable form ofBefore electrification, nights were dark. As Jan Garnert
power, while 110 volt alternating current (AC) is not, andwrites: ‘‘People moved in a day-time world and a night-
electric lighting is generally frowned upon. Invertors, whichtime world, where light and darkness set boundariesfor
convert 12 volt DC to 110 volt AC in order to power elec-the things they could do’’ (1993, 277; emphasis original).
tronic devices, remain controversial. Indoor lighting is pro-Electricity, instead, eventually granted the possibility of
vided primarily by kerosene lamps, although battery-pow-bright lighting anywhere and at any time of day. The legacy
ered lamps may be used by the elderly for reading. Theof living by the dictates of the sun remains strong after these
refusal to accept electrification and telephony have been100 or so years, and in a paradigm of productivity, early
interpreted as a refusal, both symbolic and material, by therising is still a sign of virtue—‘‘The early bird gets the
Amish of ominous dependencies on the outside world.18 Thusworm’’ and ‘‘Wake up, get ahead, get out of bed, call 1-
the Amish deny themselves many modern conveniences and900-976-WAKE.’’16 Melbin (1987), drawing on spatial met-
links to the world that are otherwise taken for granted.aphor, describes night as frontier and electrification as the
Despite this lack, the Amish remain financially successfulmajor factor in allowing the ‘‘colonization’’ of the night.
farmers, with homes that seem more modern than rustic.Seven-Elevens were an early night-time outpost of the 1950s,
For the most part taboos are against ownership of modernbut within the last two decades, suburban 24-hour supermar-
technologies, rather than their use (Kraybill 1989).kets, red-eye flights, and all-night rave parties have become

common—though all are still viewed with some suspicion.17

Lack of electricity is far from the only unusual aspect of
Amish life, but the Amish do provide a perspective throughSense of control
which to look at comfort and desire. In many ways the
material desires of modern life seem to depend on what is

Symbolically, light may connote power, as suggested above.perceived as available, rather than on any innate need. One
This symbolic connotation may manifest itself in strategies Amish member, quoted by Kraybill (1989, 153) put it well:
of light management, making the desire for individual con- ‘‘Electric would lead to worldliness. What would come along
trol a particularly potent factor. Americans have a reputation with electric? All the things that we don’t need. . . . If you
of valuing individualism and control. Whether these stereo- have an electric line coming in then you’d want a full line
types are correct or not, issues of a desire to control still of appliances on it. The Amish are human too, you know.’’
bear consideration in the assessment of automatic controlModern technology is perceived as capable of seducing even
strategies such as motion sensors and timers. Remote controlthe most stalwart ascetic. The taboo against distributed elec-
of electronic equipment may not be so much about ‘‘lazi- tricity allows the separation desired by the Amish to be
ness’’ as it is about instantaneous control of the immediate maintained.19

environment. People may not prefer the ease of automatic
adjustment, even with the smartest of fuzzy logics—the act Not only does distributed electricity breed dependence of
of manual adjustment is an act of power. These issues ofthe home on the power plant, it also has bred dependence
personal control have implications for the lighting profes- of the nation on the rest of the world. While these dependen-
sional, as will be discussed later. cies are rarely at the top of consciousness of consumers

there are occasional reminders: at the level of the home,
LIFE WITHOUT ELECTRIC LIGHT when the power goes out or surges, or at a national level, the

Energy Crisis of 1973–1974 when awareness of a nation’s
dependence on foreign products and limited resourcesElectrification has been called the lifeblood of progress in

the industrialized world (Khatib 1993, 28). Though almost became especially acute. Conserving energy became, at that
time, a moral issue for many Americans, with apparent mate-all of your ancestors and about one-fifth of the population

of the contemporary world lived or live without electricity, rial effect. Morrison (1992, 128) notes that during this period
residential energy use flattened; this was one of only twoyou are almost assuredly utterly dependent on it for your

everyday life. What it would it be like to live in the United periods since the beginning of the record that growth in
electricity usage did not increase.20 During the mid-to-lateStates without electricity? The Old Order Amish community

in the United States provides a peek at unelectrified living. 1970s, nearly coincident with the Energy Crisis, the ‘‘light
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bulb’’ joke cycle was particularly popular in the United Lighting standards
States.21 These jokes rely on the premise that screwing in
an electric light bulb is the simplest of tasks, but one that Standards propose ‘‘proper’’ amounts of lighting for hun-
not everyone can do ‘‘right.’’ The folklorist Alan Dundes dreds of specific tasks, ostensibly tuned to ensure a produc-
has suggested that the popularity of the light bulb cycle at tive and healthy space for learning and work. However what
that time in fact reflected a nation’s tension at perceived is considered to be the proper amount of light depends on
loss of national and personal power and autonomy; it was culture and on the lighting techniques that are available.
a time at which many were asking ‘‘Will there be enough Bartlett has shown how different these recommended levels
‘power’ to go around?’’ (Dundes 1986, 148–149). can be from place to place, with standards for many tasks

twice as high in the United States as in Norway (1993, 173).
In the United States recommended lighting levels for some

SOME PRACTICAL specific tasks have risen dramatically between the 1930s and
the 1970s: for classroom chalkboards the 1938 recommenda-INTERPRETATIONS FOR THE
tion was 150 lux, whereas in 1972 it was 1400 lux; the 1930LIGHTING PROFESSIONAL
recommendation for fine detail drafting was 175 lux, whereas
the 1970 recommendation was 2000 lux. The latter repre-
sents an increase of over ten-fold in four decades (Mills &Technology and society form a dialectic. As the work of
Borg 1993, 4,14). Since 1970, however, the U.S. recommen-many others has suggested,22 and as I hope to have provided
dations for lighting levels have dropped again, by as muchadditional support for above, the connection between a light-
as fifty percent (loc cit).26 Both the changes in U.S. lightinging technique and the consumer involves far more than the
standards over time, and the often substantial variation ofamount of money paid for fulfilling a relatively inflexible
standards among countries, suggest that what is proper light-need for lighting.23 Even perfect market information could
ing is highly culturally constructed.not strip the relationship down to these engineering and

economic factors. Rather than express a consumer’s failure
to adopt cost-effective lighting as the result of imperfect Lighting control strategies
information and other market shortcomings, and to frame
these as the problems we must overcome, I suggest that wePeople turn lights on and off and adjust lighting levels, not
look more closely at the complex social meanings of light. A only to see, but also in order to assert control and to send
better understanding may give us a hook toward encouragingmessages.27 As mentioned above, there is a certain psycho-
modifications to lighting behavior and toward developing logical power in filling an area with light. Conversely, when
lighting techniques that incorporate other social benefits in someone or something else turns a light on or off in your
addition to the benefit of energy efficiency.24 At the least it presence, you are controlled. Consider the following lighting
can help us recognize particular lighting behaviors even if control categories formalized by Mills and Piette (1993, 83):
they can not effectively be modified. Toward forging a better illuminance reduction, on-off control, task-specific tuning,
link between the business of promoting energy conservationlumen maintenance, load shedding, and daylighting. These

may allow the individual increased control over the localand the practice of everyday life, I give a few concrete
environment, but depending on the implementation, insteadexamples below.
of the individual controlling the technology, the technology,
in a sense, controls the individual. This effect is more subtle

Understanding motivations for lighting than the ‘‘control’’ some feel from being beckoned by tele-
phones, electronic mail, or pagers. Nonetheless flexibility
in lighting control strategies is well worth considering forThe association of light with cleanliness and industry might
psychological if not practical purposes, especially in sellinghelp explain practices that from a energy professional’s per-
for residential markets. At work, one expects to be underspective seem inefficient. Residential users, as mentioned
the control of one’s employer, and outdoors one expects toabove, may use lights not only as security measures but also
be under the control of a somewhat predictable nature, butas assertions of power and possession. In the commercial and
at home one may feel strongly about controlling one’s ownindustrial sectors, overlit supermarkets amd mostly-empty
environment.28

office buildings lit up at night might also be at least partially
be understood as manifestations of the symbolic langage

CONCLUSIONSof lighting. These impressive displays convey feelings of
cleanliness, power, productivity, and of availability.25 So
too—far beyond the security lighting market—might light- Electric lighting has changed both the structure and the
ing often be used to monitor, control, and discipline, rather consciousness of everyday life. An awareness and improved

understanding of the social dimensions of lighting can fruit-than to help those on which the light is shed to see.
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fully inform the direction of lighting research, focus energy 7. The root of lunatic is ‘‘luna,’’ meaning moon. This is
not identical with darkness, but instead calls to mindconservation advertising, and furthermore can promote a

recognition of the ways in which assumptions about the the association of night with danger and disorder, dis-
cussed below, and thus corroborates some of the othermeanings of electric lighting form a basis for our own

‘‘objective’’ analyses. associations of darkness.

8. As Foucault (1979, 135–228) discusses, the Enlighten-Lights are not turned on just in order to see. The need for
ment not only discovered the liberties but also inventedlighting is not fixed, but rather is a flexible and relative
the disciplines. Convenient bright light enables Fou-demand, and tied to much more than the need to work at
cault’s ‘‘gaze’’ full-time (op cit., 173).visual tasks. To the consumer, using a light does not simply

mean lighting a room, but takes on many other meanings.
9. For many academics, the distinction between the men-While lighting styles can likely be influenced by a number

tal, the somatic, and the social have become increas-of social factors, the extreme and eternal importance of light
ingly muddied, though in practice the categories arein people’s everyday lives may render small cost savings
still useful.and alleged increases in convenience available through the

use of energy-efficient lighting products and the adoption
10. See Wilkens (1993) for a discussion of some of theof energy-conserving practices unlikely selling points for

scientific and medical literature on light’s physiologi-Americans, at least in the residential sector and very possibly
cal effects.in much of the commercial sector as well.

11. Brunvand (1993) documents this legend. There is
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS apparently little evidence that there was in fact a baby-

boom, but the legend remains interesting as discourse.
My thanks to Dr. Roger Hahn of University of California

12. For more general discussions of the effects of moder-Berkeley for comments on an early draft of this paper and
nity on consciousness, see Harvey (1990), Kern (1983,to Dr. Deborah Hopkins of Lawrence Berkeley National
and Thrift (1995).Laboratory for her comments throughout. All shortcomings

are my own.
13. Here are two corroborating pieces of evidence. (1) It

is often said that the blind ‘‘compensate’’ for theirENDNOTES inability to see with heightened sensitivity of touch,
hearing, and smell; while I have no evidence that this

1. Lutzenhiser (1993) provides examples of such behav- is ‘‘true’’ it is widely accepted as plausible. (2) Con-
ioral studies in a review article. sider the proverb ‘‘Seeing is believing.’’ This is now

a very common proverb in the United States, but evi-
dence suggests that this is a truncation of an earlier2. See Schivelbusch (1988) for a good summary of 18th
version of the proverb ‘‘See is believing, but feeling isand 19th century Western lighting technologies in
the truth.’’ It has been suggested that this shift reflects amacro-social context. Robins (1939) traces lighting
particularly American world view, one that privilegesdevices from earliest archeological evidence.
seeing the truth for oneself (Dundes 1980, 89). Another
possibility, however, is that it representselectricworld3. By the 1850s, arc lighting was used experimentally
view and the foregrounding of sight over other senses.for street lighting in Europe. It was later sometimes

used in the United States (Schivelbusch 1989,
14. Falassi (1980, 23) for example, suggests that the Tus-114–134).

can hearth ‘‘was the center for the transformation of
Nature into Culture’’ and that the old woman sitting

4. U.S. residential electrification rates based on U.S. cen-
next to the fire ‘‘became an evocator and operator of

sus data compiled by Fischer (1992).
images, mediator of the past and present, now and
once upon a time, real truth and imagined truth, good

5. Environmental Protection Agency estimate 1996 and bad,’’ and comments on the difference between
obtained from web site (http://www.epa.gov/docs/ flame and the steady light of the incandescent elec-
GCDOAR/GreenLights.html). tric blub.

15. There are moves to limit night lighting, however, such6. Garnert (1993) discusses, in ethnological perspective,
many of these issues for Sweden. as mounted by The International Dark Sky Association.

Social Meanings of Electric Light: A Different History of the United States - 8.129



This organization, founded 1988, is dedicated to build- 25. In comparison, early public lighting displays seemed
most attuned to conveying splendor (see Schivelbusching awareness about ‘‘light pollution’’ citing risks not

only to astronomy but also to the casual observer of 1988 and Nye 1990, for example). Patterned lighting
can also convey messages. Clearly this is the case withthe cosmos. The organization promotes both dark skies

and ‘‘good lighting’’ (http://www.darksky.org/;ida/ lit signs or letters composed of lights, but also in less
obvious cases, such as observed in Atlanta where theinfo14.html).
windows of an office building were lit in the pattern
of a Christian cross.16. This motto is used in an advertisement broadcast on

late-night television advertising a nationwide ‘‘wake
26. Mills and Borg (1993) also provide data showing thatup’’ call service. Satisfied customers are shown scut-

specific lighting standards for European countries gen-tling to work the next day dressed in fine business suits.
erally rose gradually from initial standards to those
of 1990.17. Despite the physical possibility of being nearly as

active in the middle of the night as is typical for the
27. For example, a motion-sensed light turning on as onedaytime, middle-of-the-night activity is characteristi-

walks by may have a disruptive, unpleasant effect.cally viewed as a time for impropriety—drunkenness,
drugs, prostitution, and trashy television.

28. This is not to say that people will not rely on automatic
controls. However, if previously ‘‘active’’ lighting18. Kraybill (1989, 1994) provides support for this inter-
managers are coerced into submission, the strategypretation.
may not only build resentment but also fail to save
energy.

19. See Kraybill (1994, 35–50) for a discussion of the
Amish people’s ‘‘war against progress.’’
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