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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION:
CONCEPTS OF CONTINUITY
AND CHANGE IN HISTORY

all the time, and it is no surprise to find historical monographs on a

wide variety of subjects appearing under this kind of title.! His-
torians are professionally concerned with change, and therefore with the
absence of change (which is one of the ways of defining continuity). If
volumes 1-xi1 of the New Cambridge Modern History have already dealt
with these themes, the reader may well be asking what is the point of a
thirteenth volume, which covers the same period as all the rest, from the
late fifteenth to the mid-twentieth century. The short answer to this
question is that there is more than one way of being concerned with change,
or more than one kind of change to be concerned with. ‘

Historians have traditionally dealt with the narrative of events, especi-

ally political events; Thucydides, Tacitus, Guicciardini, Clarendon and
Ranke are among the great masters of this genre in the West. This style of
history involves a close study of changes over the short-term. The tradi-
tional historian may also be interested in changes over the long-term;
he may choose his subject because he thinks it a ‘turning-point’ in
history; but he is likely to assume rather than to argue that a break in
continuity occurred at this point. Guicciardini began his History of Italy
and Ranke began his Latin and Teutonic Nations with the turning-point of
the 1490s, just like the old and the New Cambridge Modern History, but
they did not justify their choice in any detail. The narrative mode does not
allow it. In the twentieth century, however, we have seen a break with tra-
ditional narrative history which, like the break with the traditional novel or
with representational art or with classical music, is one of the important cul-
tural ‘discontinuities’ of our time. Economic, social and cultural historians
have rebelled against the dominance of the short-term and the political.
The critique of traditional history has been sharpest and most articulate in
France, ftom the days of Frangois Simiand to those of Fernand Braudel.?

CONTINUITY and change: in a sense this is what all historians study

* C. Hill, Change and Continuity in Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1974); M.
Kolinsky, Continuity and Change in European Society: Germany, France and Italy since 1870
(London, 1974); R. O’Day and F. Heal (eds.), Continuity and Change: Personnel and
Administration of the Church in England, 1500-1642 (London, 1976).

2 F. Simiand, ‘Méthode Historique et Science Sociale’ (1903), repr. in Annales E.S.C.,
15, 1960, 83-119; F. Braudel, ‘History and the Social Sciences’ (1958), trans. in P. Burke
(ed.), Economy and Society in Early Modern Europe (London, 1972), pp. 11-40. There had
been a similar reaction against the history of events in the late eighteenth century.
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

The essential criticism of histoire événementielle, as the French call it,
‘the history of events’, is that it is superficial. Events are mere ‘surface
disturbances’ says Braudel, ‘crests of foam that the tides of history carry
on their strong backs’. In place of the history of events - or rather, to
supplement it — Braudel offers a history of the middle-term and the long-
term (la longue durée). His great work on the Mediterranean world in the
age of Philip II is divided into three parts to emphasise his favourite point
that time moves at different speeds. Part 1 deals with geographical time,
with the slowly changing relationship between man and his physical
environment; mountains and plains, coasts and islands, climate and com-
munications. In part 11, Braudel changes gear to deal with ‘social time’,
with the rather more rapid changes in economic, social and political
systems. In part 11t he accelerates into ‘individual time’, time as contem-
poraries experienced it, and he writes in more or less traditional style
about the conflict between the Spanish and the Ottoman empires in the
reign of Philip II, about the Holy League and the battle of Lepanto.!

There is only one Braudel but the approach to history in terms of
structure and conjoncture (structures and trends - not quite the same as con-
tinuity and change) has been followed by a number of historians of the so-
called ‘Annales school’, for example in Pierre Goubert’s book on Beauvais
and the countryside around it, and in Pierre Chaunu’s mammoth study of
the trade between Seville and the Americas in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries.?

Marxists too have long been trying to go behind the history of events to
that of the ‘underlying’ economic and social structures. Marx never wrote
a work of pure history, although there are penetrating passages of histori-
cal analysis in a number of his books, and Engels’ Peasant War in Germany
was traditional in form, however revolutionary in its political sympathies,
but later Marxists have produced a new kind of history not unlike that of
the Annales school. Outstanding examples include Halvdan Koht’s
Norwegian Peasant Revolts (1926), Jan Romein’s The Lowlands by the Sea
(1934), and Emilio Sereni’s Capitalism in the Countryside (1947), or more
recently, Witold Kula’s Economic Theory of the Feudal System (1962),
Edward Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963), and
Maurice Agulhon’s The Republic in the Village (1970).3

Another approach to change over the long-term was offered by Max
Weber, who was a historian before he was a sociologist. His controversial

! F. Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip 11
(1949), Eng. trans., 2 vols, New York and London, 1972-3.

2 P. Goubert, Beauvais et le Beauvaisis de 1600 a 1730 (Paris, 1960); H. and P. Chaunu,
Séville et I’ Atlantique, 1504-1650 (8 vols, Paris, 1955-9).

3 H. Koht, Norsk Bondereising (Oslo, 1926); J. Romein, De Lage Landen bij de Zee
(Utrecht, 1934); E. Sereni, I/ Capitalismo nelle Campagne (Turin, 1947); W. Kula, Teoria

Ekonomiczna Ustroju Feudalnego (Warsaw, 1962; Eng. trans., London, 1977); M. Agulhon,
La République au Village (Paris, 1970).
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

essay on The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904-5) gave
a non-Marxist, if not an anti-Marxist, account of social trends, emphasis-
ing the importance of religious ideas as well as that of economic factors in
the process of social change. He devoted much of his life to an exploration
of the increasingly rational organisation of Western society and culture
over the last few centuries; the ‘rationalisation’, as he called it, of law and
government, business, religion, even music.!

Some practising historians have been influenced by Weber; more by the
Annales school; still more by Marxism. As a result, continuity and change
are ceasing to be taken for granted. They have become problematic, the
subject of debate within the profession. Hence this pair of concepts need
to be examined in some detail.

In this pair, ‘continuity’ is something of a residual category. Like most
residual categories it is ambiguous. ‘Continuity’ may refer to the absence
of change, but the term is also used to describe a particular kind of change,
change which is even in rate and constant in direction. The ambiguity is
understandable in that historians tend to dislike abstract models, while
concrete examples of unchanging societies are impossible to find. In what
circumstances can one expect to find continuity ? There was a time when
historians accepted an equivalent to the physicist’s law of inertia. They
wrote as if continuity, in one sense or the other, could be taken for granted,
while change, especially violent or rapid change, required explanation.
‘Why did the French Revolution occur ?” was a normal historical question,
but ‘Why did the old regime last until 17897 was not. However,
in our age of rapid social change, continuity no longer seems self-
explanatory, and historians, like other people, are beginning to revise their
ideas.?

Why does an old regime persist? I am using the term in a deliberately
wide sense which is not restricted to forms of political organisation — there
are also economic old regimes, demographic old regimes, old regimes in
religion, literature, science, architecture. How do all these systems resist
change? One answer to this question may be given in terms of tradition.
Values, techniques and forms persist because they are ‘reproduced’ in
each successive generation, thanks to the training of the young by
parents, teachers, priests, employers and other ‘agents of socialisation’, as
sociologists call them. The family, the school, the church, the workshop
and other institutions ensure the survival of the values; the values, inter-
nalised by the younger generation, ensure the survival of the institutions.
There are two points to be emphasised here. The transmission of culture
is, or can be, a self-perpetuating process; but this self-perpetuating process

1 For introductions to his ideas, see D. G. MacRae, Weber (London, 1974), and R.
Bendix, Max Weber: an Intellectual Portrait (New York, 1960).

2 A. Gershenkron, Continuity in History and Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass., 1968),
Pp- 11-39; B. Moore, Jr, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (Boston, 1966), pp.

291, 485-7.
3
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

is the result of a great deal of hard work. It may seem like ‘inertia’ from the
point of view of the would-be innovator, but not from that of the people
involved in the process of handing down traditions.*

The classical tradition, for example, has often been described in terms
of metaphors like ‘survival’ or ‘inheritance’ or ‘legacy’; one needs to make
an effort to remember that this inheritance was not automatic, that it
depended on beating some knowledge of certain classical authors into
generation after generation of schoolboys. As a result of this process, the
classics could be taken as models by adult writers who produced new
poems and plays according to the classical conventions. The history of
science is not very different in this respect from the history of literature.
We tend to think of science in terms of innovation, but in science as in
literature there are models or ‘paradigms’ which the younger generation
were and are trained to follow, so that one historian has been able to
describe most scientific work as ‘mopping-up operations’, in the sense of
new discoveries within the framework of a tradition.> The traditions
themselves change, but only very slowly. In short, there is a cultural
histoire de longue durée as well as a cultural histoire événementielle.

There are other kinds of continuity in history, for which the term
‘tradition’ does not seem appropriate. Demographic continuity, for
example. The population of a given village may remain more or less
stationary for centuries, while the individuals composing it make their
entrances and their exits, because the birth rate and the death rate (or the
relationship between them) remain constant. At this point it may be
useful to introduce a mechanical metaphor and to describe the village
population as being in a state of ‘equilibrium’. In this context ‘equili-
brium’ is a better term than ‘continuity’ because it draws attention to the
fact that a given population often oscillates around a certain figure as if
there were ‘mechanisms’ operating to restore the ‘balance’ every time it is
disturbed. In the long-term, equilibrium may be equated with stability;
in the short-term it cannot. In one year a plague may wipe out a third of
the village population; after this blow the birthrate is likely to rise until
the old population is restored. The birth rate may continue to rise, but if
no more food is available, death or migration is likely to cancel out the
gains and bring the population back to its old level, a state of ‘ecological
equilibrium’ in which people make demands on their environment which
the environment can sustain indefinitely.® We might use the biological

1 P. Bourdieu and J-C. Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (Eng.
trans., London and Beverly Hills, 1977).

% G. Highet, The Classical Tradition (Oxford, 1949); R. R. Bolgar, The Classical Tradition
and its Beneficiaries (Cambridge, 1954); T. S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(Chicago, 1962), esp. pp. 10-34.

3 H. J. Habakkuk, Population Growth and Economic Development since 1750 (Leicester,

1971), pp. 7-24; on ecological equilibrium, R. G. Wilkinson, Poverty and Progress (London,
1973); ¢f. ch. 1v below.
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

metaphor of ‘homeostasis’ as an alternative to ‘equilibrium’, or we might
use the cybernetic metaphor of ‘positive feedback’. The point is to suggest
that a society does not change because it does not change, that the various
factors inhibiting change may reinforce one another. Blacks in the USA,
for example, have a low status because they have a low income, but they
have low incomes because they have a low status. They are relatively poor
and uneducated because white people are prejudiced against them, but
white people are prejudiced against them partly because they are poor and
uneducated.

But what about the individuals involved and their freedom of choice?
Metaphors like ‘equilibrium’ are dangerous if they encourage us to forget
that a population is composed of individuals who do not respond mechani-
cally to changes in their environment. However, what was happening in
the village with a stationary population cannot be understood simply in
terms of individual goals. Individual villagers are not concerned to main-
tain the population at a certain level but to maintain a certain standard of
living for themselves and their families. To achieve these goals certain
strategies are open to them: to marry or to remain single, to leave the
village or to remain in it, and so on. ‘Equilibrium’ is a name for what
emerges from all these individual decisions interacting with natural events
over which individuals have no control — notably death-and with
cultural traditions (like the local farming and inheritance systems), which
constitute the rules of the game which individuals play. As a corrective
to human ethnocentrism, it should be added that animals and birds also
adapt themselves to their environment by limiting their numbers; storks,
for example, practice infanticide.!

That society as a whole could be analysed as a set of ‘interlocking’ or
mutually reinforcing mechanisms for self-perpetuation was the central
idea of the functionalists, sociologists and social anthropologists of the
early twentieth century such as Emile Durkheim, Vilfredo Pareto and
Bronislaw Malinowski. They saw not only law and custom but also myth,
ritual and religion as ways of maintaining social cohesion, stability or
equilibrium. It may not be coincidence that Pareto had been trained as an
engineer and Malinowski as a physicist; but their approach, currently
somewhat unfashionable in their own disciplines, should not be dismissed
as nothing but a mistaken attempt to apply mechanical models to human
affairs. Functionalism itself performs a useful intellectual function. To ask
about any past belief, practice or institution, ‘Did it contribute to social
stability 7” emancipates us from a tourist’s view of the past as a repository
of quaint old customs, for example, witchcraft. It has recently been sug-
gested that in Tudor and Stuart England the belief in witches ‘helped to
uphold the traditional obligations of charity and neighbourliness at a

1 V. C. Wynne-Edwards, Animal Disparsion in Relation to Social Behaviour (Edinburgh,
1962).

5
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

time when other social and economic forces were conspiring to weaken
them’!

Economic, social, political and even cultural historians can all profit —
and some have profited — from the careful use of the concept of equili-
brium. Given the growth of her economy from the late sixteenth century
onwards, and her long record of technological innovations, it is para-
doxical that China did not pass through an industrial revolution at about
the same time as Europe. A recent hypothesis to explain this Chinese non-
revolution is that the economy was caught in a ‘high-level equilibrium
trap’. Water transport was relatively cheap for a pre-industrial society, so
that there was little encouragement for a transport revolution; agri-
cultural yields were relatively high, diminishing the incentive for further
improvements. The situation was not one of stagnation but it was one of
equilibrium: ‘quantitative growth, qualitative standstill’.?

For social historians too the concept of equilibrium may have its uses.
From the point of view of an ambitious individual, upward social
mobility is a conscious goal; but social mobility may also be seen as a
(probably unintended) device or mechanism for preventing changes in the
social structure. Movement within the system discourages attempts to
change the system. The opportunities it afforded for social mobility may
explain why the English old regime survived the eighteenth century while
the French old regime did not. Again, Marc Bloch’s classic study Feudal
Society presents the feudal system as an adaptation to a particular milieu
(a milieu of invasions, anxiety, ‘monetary famine’ and so on), a ‘system’
in the sense that different institutions reinforced one another or inter-
locked.?

Political historians have found concepts like equilibrium and stability
useful on occasion. J. H. Plumb has suggested that Sir Robert Walpole
created a political system which acquired ‘immense inertia’ and so
persisted ‘almost to our own day’.# At an international level the concept of
the ‘balance of power’, formulated in the sixteenth century, still seems
indispensable. Even cultural historians might benefit from a kind of
equilibrium analysis, alien as the term is to their current vocabulary.
Malinowski described myth as a story about the past which has the
function of justifying the present and thus contributing to social stability.
Magna Carta was used in this way by seventeenth-century English

1 K. V. Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London, 1971), p. 564, a book which
makes discriminating use of functional explanations. G. C. Homans, English Villagers of the
Thirteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1941) is a pioneering work of functionalist history,
written by a Harvard sociologist. Cf. M. M. Postan, ‘Function and Dialectic in Economic
History’, in his Fact and Relevance (Cambridge, 1971), ch. 4.

2 M. Elvin, The Pattern of the Chinese Past (London, 1973), pp. 298-315.

3 M. Bloch, Feudal Society (1939-40: Eng. trans., London, 1961). The influence of
Durkheim may be seen in Bloch’s emphasis on social cohesion.

4 J. H. Plumb, The Growth of Political Stability in England, 1675-1725 (London, 1967),
esp. pp- 187-8.
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

lawyers in search of precedents.! Rituals too may be seen as mechanisms
for maintaining society as it is. Coronations, for example, have the
function of ‘legitimating’ the ruler. Even apparently subversive rituals like
carnivals may make a contribution to social stability. To use yet another
mechanical metaphor, they may act as a ‘safety-valve’, encouraging the
discontented to blow off steam, in other words to play at revolt instead of
rebelling in earnest.?

To sum up so far. Historians are professionally concerned with change;
but to understand why change occurs it is necessary to study the obstacles
to change, resistance to change, factors promoting stability or con-
tinuity. It was in this area that the functionalists were most successful.
Indeed, one might say that they were too successful. They gave such a
plausible account of the self-perpetuation process that they made it
difficult to understand how major changes ever take place. Hence some
sociologists and social anthropologists are now rejecting functionalism
and are moving somewhat closer to history.

The second of our pair of concepts, ‘change’, is so obviously the historian’s
concern that definition may well appear superfluous; but it may be useful
to draw a few distinctions. Change may be gradual or rapid, smooth or
violent, and the people living through it may be more or less aware that it
is going on. We experience events, and some people even try to control
them. We live through trends, but do not experience them directly or
totally, and may not be aware that they are occurring. In sixteenth-century
Spain, for example, prices rose continually and at an unprecedented rate,
owing — say some modern historians — to the import of silver from the
New World, which meant that too much money was chasing too few
goods. Of course the Spaniards themselves noticed that prices were going
up; the prices of specific commodities in specific towns and villages. They
accused the Genoese merchants of profiteering or advanced other local or
temporary explanations.® Short-term fluctuations, in this case as in so
many others, prevented contemporaries from seeing the long-term trend,
let alone explaining it. The history of long-term trends, the pattern of
millions of small events, is usually ‘unconscious history’, as Braudel calls
it.* The historian cannot study it by trying to relive the past as it appeared
to contemporaries.

What, then, can the historian do ? One answer is that he can try to write
‘serial history’. ‘Serial history’ is a new term, coined about 1960, but the

! F. Thompson, Magna Carta: its Role in the Making of the English Constitution, 1300
1629 (Minneapolis, 1948).

2 M. Gluckman, Custom and Conflict in Africa (Oxford, 1956), pp. 109-36; V. Turner,
The Ritual Process (London, 1969), pp. 166-203; P. Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern
Europe (London, 1978), ch. 7.

3 E.J. Hamilton, Amzrican Treasure and the Price Revolution in Spain, 1501-1650

(Cambridge, Mass., 1934).
4 Braudel, ‘History’, pp. 26-7.
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

procedures it describes are at least a generation older. Serial history is the
systematic study of long-terin trends as they are revealed by a series of
relatively homogeneous data; price records, for example. Three famous
early examples of serial history are the studies of prices undertaken by
Frangois Simiand, Ernest Labrousse and Earl Hamilton, all published
between 1932 and 1934.! It was, of course, no accident that historians
began to take prices seriously at a time of galloping inflation in Germany
and the Great Crash in the USA. Simiand offered a historical explanation
for the slump and distinguished four phases of economic expansion
(a-phases) and four phases of contraction (B-phases) since 1500. Labrousse
was concerned with the relative importance of long-term price movements
and of seasonal and other short cycles. Hamilton was interested in the
impact of American treasure on the Spanish economy between 1501 and
1650; he found that the records of charitable institutions gave him the
long series of homogeneous data he needed. It should not be thought,
incidentally, that there is no more to price history than writing down a
long list of prices for a century or more. To reveal what contemporaries
could not see, the general trend, it is necessary to average out the prices
charged for different commodities and in different seasons of the year; to
compute five-year or ten-year averages, in order to smooth out the short-
term trends, and so on.

Whether or not they consciously followed the lead of the price his-
torians, other scholars have also been adopting serial methods. In the
late 1940s, the serious study of historical demography began; it was no
accident that this was a time of growing concern with the world popula-
tion explosion. Historical demography, as practised by Louis Henry,
Pierre Goubert, E. A. Wrigley and so many others, is a form of serial
history — the study of a series of births, marriages and deaths, based on
sources, such as parish registers, which provide fairly homogeneous data.?
At much the same time - a time when the clergy were becoming increas-
ingly worried by the emptying of the churches — Gabriel Le Bras was
creating a historical sociology of religion by studying another series of
data; episcopal visitations, which revealed the frequency of attendance at
Sunday mass and Easter communion in France and other parts of the
Catholic world.3

This last example of serial history raises certain problems which
historians of price and population trends do not have to worry about.
They study prices to learn about prices, or birth rates to learn about birth

1 F. Simiand, Recherches Anciennes et Nouvelles sur le Mouvement Général des Prix
(Paris, 1932); C. E. Labrousse, Esquisse du Mouvement des Prix et des Revenus en France au
18e Siécle (Paris, 1933); Hamilton, Treasure; cf. P. Chaunu, ‘L’Histoire Sérielle’, in Revue
Historique, 243, 1970, 297-320.

2 For details, see ch. 1v below.

3 For a summary of findings on France and England, see ch. xi below; on the method,
P. Chaunu, ‘Une Histoire Religieuse Sérielle’, in Revue d’Histoire Moderne, 12, 1965, 5-34.

8
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INTRODUCTION: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

rates; whereas Le Bras and his followers study attendance at mass and
communion in order to learn about attitudes. They concern themselves
with attendance figures as ‘indicators’ or ‘indexes’ of religious fervour.
(An ‘index’ may be defined as a ‘standardised, reliable, scalar and econo-
mical’ indicator; an indicator is something measurable which varies with,
and so may be used to study, something which is not.)! Can devotion be
measured in this way? Is the concept ‘devotion’ precise or objective
enough? Does attendance at communion have the same meaning for
participants (whose attitudes we are, after all, concerned to discover), in
1970 (say), as in 1870 or 1770? A decline in attendance at mass or com-
munion or a decline in vocations to the priesthood no doubt indicates a
more general trend; but what it indicates is not obvious, and must be
investigated by other means.

Given this very substantial qualification, there seems to be no limit to
the long-term trends which can be investigated by the methods of serial
history. Geneviéve Bolléme has studied changes in popular attitudes as
they are revealed by changes in the language of French almanacs in the
seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries. Michel Vovelle has studied
attitudes to death in eighteenth-century Provence by looking at changes in
the conventional formulae of wills; he has also studied a series of altar-
pieces representing Purgatory.? This last example is a reminder that there
is a sense in which art historians and archaeologists have long practised
serial history without using the term. The concepts ‘Renaissance’ and
‘Baroque’, for example, refer to trends over time established by arranging
a large number of paintings, sculptures and buildings in chronological
order, just as the archaeologist arranges his axe-heads, coins and pot-
sherds. Like the serial historians of prices and populations, archaeologists
and art historians are concerned with ‘the shape of time’.*

In fact, time has several different shapes, of which it may be useful to
distinguish three. In the first place, there is the pattern of oscillation round
a fixed point, the ‘equilibrium’ already discussed. A second pattern is that
of a gradual rise or decline. The growth in the numbers of soldiers and
bureaucrats in Europe since 1500, relative to the total population, are
obvious examples of rising trends which will be discussed in more detail in
chapters vi and viI below. The decline of Spain in the seventeenth century
can be treated, to some extent, in serial terms, since a decline in population
and in output was part of the Spanish problem. A third pattern is that of
abrupt change, for which the traditional metaphors of the historian’s craft

1 B. Barber, Social Stratification (New York and Burlingame, 1957), p. 169.

2 For an enthusiastic appraisal of future possibilities, see F. Furet, ‘Quantitative History’,
in Daedalus, Winter 1971, 151-66; G. Bolléme, Les Almanachs Populaires au 17e et 18e
Siécles (Paris-The Hague, 1969); M. Vovelle, Piété Barogue et Déchristianisation en Provence
(Paris, 1973); G. and M. Vovelle, Vision de la Mort et de I'au dela en Provence (Paris, 1970).

3 G. Kubler, The Shape of Time (New Haven, 1962). Kubler does not seem to know about
the French serial historians, nor they about him.
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are ‘watershed’ and ‘turning-point’. From the point of view of the serial
historian, this kind of change is a ‘discontinuity’; from the point of view of
the people experiencing the discontinuity, it may be a ‘crisis’ or a
‘revolution’.

Why do all these sorts of change occur? Historians like to claim that
they have no ‘theory’ of social change, that they let the ‘facts’ speak for
themselves. In practice, however, they do have expectations, expectations
which are not altogether unlike the more self-conscious ‘models’ of their
colleagues in the social sciences. Self-consciousness has its advantages; to
be aware of alternative models of social change helps us to avoid being
dominated by any one of them.!

For example, there is the evolutionary model of Emile Durkheim and
Talcott Parsons, in which change is seen as a process of ‘structural dif-
ferentiation’, consequent on the increasing division of labour. Society
gradually becomes more complex as individual roles become more specia-
lised and social groups diverge more and more from one another — skilled
workers from unskilled, townsmen from peasants, and so on. Some
changes are seen as ‘adjustments’ or ‘adaptations’ to earlier changes;
a process by which society slowly establishes a threatened equilibrium, not
in the sense of returning to the old situation, but in that of achieving a new
balance of forces within a new system. A small number of historical studies
have been written in these terms.?

Marxists criticise this model for its built-in assumptions that ‘society’
acts as one and that social change is essentially a harmonious process.
Their model, on the contrary, emphasises the coercion of the majority by
a minority, social ‘contradictions’ and social conflicts, particularly class
conflict. Marx also suggested that changes in the economic ‘base’ of a
society occur first and lead to changes in its political and cultural ‘super-
structure’; and also that societies pass through ‘stages’, a sequence of
different economic and social systems including feudalism, capitalism and
socialism. There has been much debate among Marxists over the ques-
tion whether every society must necessarily pass through all the stages,
and the degree to which the superstructure can in turn affect the base.? It is
necessary to make allowance for the possibility of ‘cultural lag’, as one
American sociologist has called it; the fact that different sectors of society

1 E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘From Social History to the History of Society’ in Daedalus, Winter
1971, 2043, discusses the implicit models of working historians; a sociological essay which
historians should find intelligible and useful is M. Ginsberg, ‘Social Change’, repr. in S. N.
Eisenstadt (ed.), Readings in Social Evolution and Development (London, 1970), pp. 37-68.

* Examples of history written with the help of this model are N. Smelser, Social Change in
the Industrial Revolution (London, 1959), and K. Hopkins, ‘Structural Differentiation in
Rome’, in 1. M. Lewis (ed.), History and Social Anthropology (London, 1968), pp. 63-79.

3 K. Marx, Selections, ed. T. Bottomore and M. Rubel (Pelican ed., Harmondsworth,
1963), pp. 67-81; for a confrontation with the Talcott Parsons’ model, see the critique of

Smelser in the preface to E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Lon-
don, 1963).
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do not change at the same time. The provinces may lag behind the capital;
the social structure is unlikely to change as quickly as political institutions
or artistic styles.?

Most practising historians are both less dogmatic and less rigorous than
either Durkheim or Marx, and tend to combine elements from different
models. Braudel, for instance, suggests that the history of events is
essentially determined by long-term economic trends, but he does not
want to be ‘trapped’, as he puts it, in Marxism or any other complete
theory. Lawrence Stone argues that a society is both ‘a moral community
held together by shared values’ and also ‘a system of control’; that ‘all
societies are in a condition of uneasy equilibrium’, but that serious dis-
equilibrium may develop, as it did in England from the Reformation
onwards, and especially from the 1620s. The decline of the aristocracy and
the ‘crisis of confidence’ in the government were among the ‘precondi-
tions’ of a revolution which was ‘precipitated’ and finally ‘triggered’ by
later events.?

In intellectual as in social history it seems useful to distinguish change
within the system from change of the system; but intellectual revolutions
may not follow quite the same pattern as political and social ones. The
best-known attempt to devise a model in this field is that of Thomas Kuhn.
Kuhn sees scientific change as essentially discontinuous or revolutionary,
involving the replacement of one scientific ‘paradigm’ by another. In
place of the sociologist’s ‘disequilibrium’, he offers us ‘anomaly’; that is,
the awareness of discrepancies between current theories of nature and
nature itself. The perception of a serious anomaly is followed by a period
in which scientists try to adjust their old paradigm, but with ever-
diminishing success. This ‘crisis’ is finally resolved by a breakthrough to a
new paradigm. Kuhn’s model, suitably modified, is proving useful in other
fields of intellectual history, notably the history of political theory.®

In trying to understand the process of change over time, a few more
concepts may have their uses. One is what the Dutch historian Jan
Romein used to call ‘the law of the retarding lead’. Whether or not it is a
‘law’ in the strict sense, there do seem to be recurrent situations in which
the historian finds himself suggesting that a nation or other social group
took the lead in a new development precisely because it had lagged behind
in the one before. The Italian contribution to Gothic architecture was less
outstanding than the French, the German, the English; but it was in Italy
that the breakthrough to Renaissance architecture occurred, quite
suddenly, in the early fifteenth century. During the Enlightenment,

! On cultural lag, W. F. Ogburn, On Culture and Social Change (Chicago and London,
1964), pp. 86—95. Ogburn coined the term in 1914.

% L. Stone, The Causes of the English Revolution (London, 1972); for criticisms, see H. G.

Koenigsberger’s review in Journal of Modern History, 46, 1974, 99-106.
3 Kuhn, Srructure, passim; J. Pocock, Politics, Language and Time (London, 1972),

PP 13-26.
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German thinkers seemed to be lagging behind the French, the English,
even the Dutch; but when Enlightenment values were called into question
in the later eighteenth century, Germans suddenly took the lead. Meta-
phorically speaking, one might say that the Italians and the Germans had
not invested so much in Gothic or the Enlightenment as others had, so
that it was easier for them to make the break when it was needed; but it
would not be easy to translate that verdict into more literal terms.

Another concept which helps us understand the process of change is
that of cumulative causation, or the ‘snowball effect’. This is the opposite
of the concept of equilibrium. There are situations in which it makes sense
(as we have seen) to say that a society does not change because it does not
change; there are also situations where society changes because it changes,
where one change reinforces another. To return to the Blacks in the USA.
If White prejudice against the Blacks decreases, their standard of living
will rise; and if their standard of living rises, prejudice against them will
decrease.! It is as if there were a ‘critical threshold’ between stability and
cumulative change; as if a society can ‘absorb’ shocks up to a certain point
only. After this structural changes begin and the snowball starts to roll.
A well-known type of economic change is what John Maynard Keynes
called the ‘multiplier effect’. A small increase in investment can have a
disproportionate effect on the economy, because the investment creates
jobs; the people with the new jobs have money to spend, thus increasing
effective demand; the increased demand leads to the creation of more
jobs, and so on. There are many such multiplier effects in history, even if
they do not always lend themselves to precise calculations. Marx and
Engels gave a famous description of the process by which change generates
still more change; in the Communist Manifesto they compared modern
bourgeois society to a sorcerer (presumably thinking of the sorcerer’s
apprentice), unable to control the forces he has conjured up. Within a
cultural tradition it is not too difficuit to find a multiplier effect of ever-
increasing ‘corruption’, in the sense of distance from the original. Trans-
mitters may misunderstand or misremember the tradition, and pass on
these mistakes to their pupils, who add new mistakes of their own, and so
on. For a vivid image of this process of corruption, one has only to look at
a series of early British coins, each one step further from its Roman
prototype.

An obvious but useful distinction to bear in mind when trying to explain
the process of change in a given society is that between internal (or
‘endogenous’) and external (or ‘exogenous’) factors. Late nineteenth-
century scholars tended to explain change externally in terms of the
‘diffusion’ of ideas, customs and techniques from one part of the world to
another. In reaction against this view, functionalist sociologists and

! G. Myrdal, Economic Theory and Underdeveloped Regions (second ed., London, 1963),
pPp. 11-22.
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anthropologists have stressed endogenous factors, like the division of
labour or social conflict within a given society. However, to discuss change
in internal or external terms alone is like trying to cut with half a pair of
scissors, or discussing price trends in terms of supply (ignoring demand)
or vice versa. It may be pointed out to the diffusionists that there are
societies which successfully resist techniques and (still more) ideas from
outside; the contrast between the traditional Chinese rejection of foreign
ideas and the equally traditional Japanese enthusiasm for foreign ideas
cannot be explained in diffusionist terms. To the functionalists one may
raise the objection that major social changes have sometimes been
imposed on a community from outside after that community has been
conquered, as the Normans conquered England, the Turks conquered the
Balkans, or the Spanish conquered Mexico and Peru.! The conquerors
may deliberately try to change the old social structure, or they may change
it by misunderstanding it, as in the notorious case of the British and the
Bengali zamindar system.?

Yet even in these dramatic cases of social and cultural change following
conquest, the break with the past is never complete. Even if the con-
quered are willing to accept the culture of their conquerors, they may
misunderstand it, seeing it in terms of the categories of their own culture.
The Spaniards, for example, introduced Catholicism to Mexico, including
the cult of the Virgin Mary. The Mexicans adopted the cult of Mary with
enthusiasm, but somehow in the process Mary was assimilated to the local
mother goddess, Tonantzin.? To focus on continuity makes one aware of
change, but to concentrate on change revives one’s awareness of
continuity.

There is a limit to the usefulness of discussing grand questions like these
at a general level. What we need are case-studies of key topics, and a few
such are provided in the following eleven chapters. It should be obvious
that no attempt has been made to ‘cover’ European history. The chapters
are no more uniform than the contributors, who include not only British
scholars but also Americans, Frenchmen and Norwegians. One contri-
butor would probably describe himself as a Marxist; another is a lead-
ing member of the Annales school; others are more difficult to characterise.
However, each contributor was asked to bear in mind the following
questions when preparing his essay. What factors assured continuity in
this particular field ? When were the major breaks in continuity ? Why did
these breaks occur? Contributors were also invited to comment on the
common assumption that the major discontinuity in European history since
1500 came with the industrial revolution. Was this true in their field or

! For a critique of functionalists, A. D. Smith, The Concept of Social Change (London,
1973). On conquest, G. Foster, Culture and Conquest (Chicago, 1960) and the duplicated
proceedings of the Past and Present Conference on this theme (1971).

2 On zamindars, T. R. Metcalf, The Aftermath of Revolt (Princeton, 1965), pp. 37, 174-6.
3 J. Lafaye, Quetzalcoatl et Guadalupe (Paris, 1974), part 3, ch. 1.
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not? In other words, do economic and social and political and cultural
history share a common chronology, or do they have chronologies of their
own? Finally, I asked Professor Galtung and his colleagues to discuss the
relation between the world and the West over a long time-span; for five
hundred years is surely too short, and Europe too small, for a proper
consideration of the problems of change and continuity in history.
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CHAPTER 11

THE ENVIRONMENT AND THE ECONOMY

The central problem in tracing economic changes in what we would
today call an ‘under-developed’ community, bears on the question of
the sources of its food, so much so that in this field economic history
may be considered an extension of human ‘ecology’, the relationship of
men and men’s communities with their habitat or environment.

David Herlihy

1

vigorous economic history over the last several hundred years largely

in ways conducive to growth. Three attributes of the European en-
vironment - its particular location on the surface of the earth, its com-
parative freedom from natural disasters, and the variety of its resources —
are discussed in this first section. The next section discusses influences of
the environment on the location of industry, the section after that touches
on the effect of industrial and other forms of pollution on the human
habitat, and the final section deals with the way Europeans expanded their
effective resource base by securing control over other continents.

In considering these matters it is worth emphasising the experience of
the western part of Europe. That experience is not a close guide to what
was happening simultaneously in the remainder of the Continent, but
there are two reasons for thinking it exceptionally significant in the history
of almost the whole world. The former is that from the fifteenth century
western Europeans disrupted other ecosystems by plunder, trade and
colonialism, and by introducing old world diseases among vulnerable
populations, sufficiently to amount to a reshaping of the whole globe’s
demographic, economic and political life. The latter is that from the
eighteenth century, with the industrialisation of Europe itself, these
disturbances were raised to an entirely new order of magnitude.

The treatment here concentrates on western European history in the
long-run and is in essence a saga of material success, although not without
subplots concerning difficulties scarcely overcome and not without
concern for some of the penalties of success. In stressing the long-run
trend it should not be overlooked that this was compounded of many
short-runs and that economic welfare was affected not only by a progres-
sive extension of command over more and more resources but by
interruptions such as harvest failures. Studies of the effects of long-
term climatic change on the economy have for various reasons proved
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ambiguous, but T. S. Ashton was right to point out that for preponderantly
agricultural economies (and even England remained one of these as late
as the eighteenth century), ‘what was happening at Westminster or in
the City was of small account compared with what was happening in the
heavens’. He was referring to innumerable disturbances caused by the
weather which made the trend of growth flutter and which economic
policies were powerless to steady. Minor waverings of this kind are
painted out in the broad-brush history that follows, but it should not be
forgotten how insistent they were.

Of the three overmastering characteristics of the European environ-
ment, first comes the indefeasible matter of its position. Sheer location
helped western Europeans to have their cake and eat it too. They were
shielded by mileage and cushioned by dense forests and intervening
peoples against the furious attacks of the warrior nomads of central Asia.
Most of the damage done by these invaders was inflicted in earlier periods
than concern us here. The Magyars who reached the mouth of the Loire in
the tenth century had reached both the end of the line and the end of their
time. But for central Europeans the threat from Islam remained serious,
with a deep wound as late as 1683 when Vienna was beseiged. Western
Europe took quite long enough to make economic headway in the teeth of
its own feudal and national conflicts without such assaults from outside.
It is however probable that simple distance from the epicentres of Eurasian
military upheaval gave the west a real advantage.

In a more positive sense, too, western Europe’s location proved an
advantage. Ideas could filter from China by land routes during the
intervals when these were not politically blocked. Contiguity with Islam
provided access to refined Indian and Chinese knowledge and a means of
rediscovering the knowledge of the Ancient World. Further, once the
conditions for maritime expansion were set in the fifteenth century, the
Atlantic coastal nations were well placed for an infusion of specie, marine
products, timber, and tropical and semi-tropical crops. Initial location
does not of course account for the Discoveries. Neither Europe’s new naval
technology nor the restless bellicosity of the Europeans is explicable solely
in environmental terms. The natural environment, though it can be altered
by human action, is to all intents and purposes ever-present ; the means and
will to make use of it in given ways are not; environmental factors are
necessary but not sufficient explanations of historical change. In the event
western Europe was given an unprecedented and virtually unchallenged
opportunity to begin annexing the resources of other spheres. The chance
was grasped. Early in the process Spain acquired silver mines in Central
America and thereby a purchasing power which astounded the European
imagination. To writers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Peru
became the symbolic name for any new frontier, whether for scooping up
codfish, felling timber, or tilling virgin land. Yet the ‘real’ resources that
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north-western Europeans secured on these prosaic frontiers, each a new
‘Perw’, proved immensely more fruitful in their economic and techno-
logical effects than silver ever had for Spain. We will return to these
crucial extensions of the European resource base in section 1v below.

Europe’s second great asset lay in relative freedom from natural
disasters. The severity and more particularly the frequency of floods, tidal
waves, earthquakes, locust invasions and similar mishaps were greater in
Asia and in many other parts of the non-European world. The elaborate
economies founded in oriental river valleys on a basis of hydraulic agri-
culture were vulnerable to floods. It was always easier (though still a social
achievement) to organise public works for the purpose of sharing out
irrigation water than to build earthen dikes capable of withstanding
raging floods. Similarly the monsoon agricultures of the East were at the
mercy of a greater climatic variance than European farming. Their yield
might be greater on an average of years, but they were made unstable by
intermittent, ruinous failures of the monsoon. Europe was not of course
immune from nature’s buffets. The wreck of Lisbon by the earthquake of
1755, along with the Calabrian earthquakes of the 1780s, stands out.
Locust invasions sometimes reached as far north and west as southern and
eastern France. Occasional hailstorms wrought havoc among the standing
crops: more than one “housand French communes were battered in 1788
and their harvest ruined on what proved to be the brink of the Revolution.
And there were severe cattle plagues, crop diseases like the potato blight
and the phylloxera, and epidemic diseases among the human population.
These catastrophes shocked European economies off any notional equili-
brium growth path. Their impact was however weaker than the jolts
administered to Asia. Within Europe the north-western quadrant was
especially sheltered.

A related suggestion may be added, which, if it holds, would be of some
consequence for understanding Europe’s long-run economic growth. It is
that natural disasters may have produced not only lower absolute levels of
damage in Europe than in Asia but different relative effects on the supplies
of capital and labour. In Asia both capital and labour were repeatedly
destroyed, the former (sometimes both) by the fury of the elements and the
instability of the earth’s crust, the latter by epidemics. Since both were
affected there may have been no long-run tendency for the ratio of capital
to labour to alter. In Europe, by contrast, damage to capital in the form of
buildings and other structures, implements, and stocks of goods, may have
been less severe relative to the destruction of the labour supply by epidemic
disease. Such a bias against the destruction of capital in Europe could have
been reinforced by two features of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
economic change, which in turn it would have influenced. Firstly, more
durable building materials were being used for ordinary (i.e. non-military
and non-religious) buildings, at a period when the rate of technological
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change was not fast enough for long-lived equipment to be a handicap.
Until within at the most the last two hundred years there was no com-
parable improvement in public health or medical technology which might
conserve the supply of labour. Secondly, there was a shift in the alloca-
tion of capital investment away from religious structures to materially
productive ends, a move connected with the general secularisation of
society.

An increasing ratio of capital to labour in European economies may
have encouraged the substitution of the former for the latter. Initially this
may have taken the form of shifts among hand-tool technologies (distaff-
spinning wheel, sickle-scythe) rather than a dramatic invention and
adoption of machines. This may have helped the European economy to
overhaul Asia’s initial advantage of higher average production in the
agricultural sector. Certainly, in the long-term, the absolute supply of
labour grew in both Europe and Asia: their populations went up. The
supply of capital also increased in both zones, capital being to a large ex-
tent directly created by labour, for example when land was reclaimed for
cultivation. The essential difference may have lain in an increasing ratio
of capital to labour in use in the European but not the Asian economy.
The mere speculation that global consequences flowed from a divergent
impact of disasters is intriguing.

Thirdly, Europe had the advantage of what may be termed a diversified
portfolio of resources. Europe’s ‘carrying capacity’ in terms of population
was surpassed by that of the flood plains of Middle Eastern and Asian
rivers, where settled agriculture and dense populations had arisen well
back in prehistoric times. Nevertheless the terrain of Europe was varied
and so was the range of climates, soils, raw materials and sources of
energy. The assortment of resources within a small compass was generally
satisfactory. However differences in geology, physiography and climate
across Europe from west to east and south to north ensured that regional
and national portfolios differed. L’ Europe est muitiple. Diverse factor en-
dowments gave rise to sets of areas which possessed comparative advan-
tage in one product or another. This made it good sense to trade. The
Continent’s layout as a peninsula of peninsulas with many navigable
waterways also made for vigorous intra-European trade. Commerce
flourished whenever there was peace and order.

The intricacy of environmental differences within Europe makes it next
to impossible in a brief space to provide a conventional inventory of
resources. There are two more fundamental reasons why such an inventory
would be misleading. First, whether or not the products of nature are
resources in an economic sense depends on there being a technology to use
them. Since European technology developed over time, haltingly at first,
later with a shattering, perpetual rush, new sources of energy could
constantly be harnessed and additional substances extracted and pro-
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cessed. Different inventories, therefore, would have to be provided for
each successive short period, and since technological innovation was geo-
graphically staggered, for various groups of regions too. Second, besides
the incremental expansion of Europe’s own effective resource base as the
result of technological change, there was a massive expansion beginning
with the Discoveries. Thenceforth the European resource endowment was
supplemented from farther and farther afield: an already varied portfolio
became immensely more diverse.

11

As late in time as the nineteenth century a large proportion of all produc-
tive activity was located and carried on in small and non-urban units.
Many productive processes remained uncluttered by complicated appara-
tus; methods were often subtle and equipment subtly wrought, but in
palpably ancient rather than modern ways. Fishing, by way of illustration,
which was of much greater weight in the economy than today, involved
less elaborate procedures even than hunting would have done. It was
more like a lucky dip. The equipment of the fisherman was quite extensive
and varied and numerous crafts were needed to supply it, but there was no
trace of advanced mechanisation and a high (though decreasing) percen-
tage of fishing boats still put out from little fishing villages rather than
harbour towns. In very many ways the economy was therefore Lilliputian,
bearing always in mind that Lilliput and indeed Blefuscu, were not
primitive, though both relied on handicrafts, like indeed the England and
France of the 1720s that Dean Swift was satirising.

Much of industry merely involved processing raw materials supplied by
farming, fishing, lumbering, quarrying, or relatively shallow mining. The
small processing plants were distributed far and wide throughout essenti-
ally rural areas. Even manufacturing proper was chiefly rural and had
actually become more rural in the late Middle Ages and again, perhaps, in
the late seventeenth century. There were of course town workshops, but
for a long time the urban market was quite small and there was no reason
for all producers to locate in towns. While manufacturing was done largely
by hand labour rather than by using inanimate power there was no special
incentive for it to become highly concentrated. Rural industries con-
tinued to extend even when urban industries were also growing, specialis-
ing by product from place to place, sometimes from one village to the
next, and decisively contracting only towards the end of the eighteenth
century and in the nineteenth century when mechanisation brought more
and more processes to mill sites, or to steam engines inside factory towns.
Until then any increase in the demand for manufactures required the
multiplication of existing units of production. In the physical sense these
units were cottages, small farms, and some small village workshops,
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having within them the simplest equipment, at most a stocking frame or
weaver’s loom, and employing only part of the labour time of a small
farmer or his family. Socially the system was tenacious in the extreme.
The movement of labour into the factories, when these had been estab-
lished, tended to be slow, mainly because of a stickiness unavoidable in
cottage industry, where home and place of work were one and the same
and not readily exchanged for the factory.

Pre-factory industry was at once simple and complicated. Domestic
manufacturing for the purposes of the individual household was wide-
spread through Europe. So was cottage industrial production for the
market, but more patchily, and an underlying order may be discerned in
the distribution of the patches. By and large they avoided and over time
even retreated from areas where crops were grown to sell on the market.
The plains and areas of better soil had been settled early. If these regions
could manage to produce food in excess of their local needs, they exported
it — at least to other regions, if not internationally — and in return bought
manufactured wares. Areas where food-crop production was more costly
tended to specialise in rural domestic manufacturing for the market,
selling their wares to the agricultural plains and buying supplies of cereals.
Because the plains were very much under the thumb of manorial lords and
their counterparts it was difficult for people from districts which could not
readily produce their own bread to relocate on them. There was a great
deal of temporary or seasonal labour migration out of the areas poorer
for cereal growing, but no very ready permanent emigration. The populace
tended to stay put and make what shifts it could, which included taking
up more and more cottage industry and disposing of the products to the
farmers of the plains. Hence the cereal-deficient areas came to form the
great patches of pre-factory industry. The environmental basis of this
reciprocity lay in differential ability to raise bread grains cheaply.

There were two main sorts of area of high cost cereal production which
harboured cottage industries producing goods for sale: sandy lowland
heaths and steep, rocky uplands. The latter predominated, but the fact
that the two topographic extremes were involved suggests that the key to
their ‘proto-industrialisation’ lay more in a disadvantage in producing
their own food competitively than in an advantage in producing manu-
factures. A case might be made out that many upland areas did possess an
absolute advantage in manufacturing, thanks to the presence of forests for
charcoal, deposits of iron ore, and fast streams which provided water-
power, but no such endowments favoured lowland heaths like the Veluwe
in the Netherlands or the Jutish Heaths in Denmark and rural industry
flourished there too.

This outline of occupational distributions is necessarily shadowy.
There were anomalies ; there were shifts in distributions over the centuries;
and there is a lack of data, region by region and period by period, on a

20

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE ENVIRONMENT AND THE ECONOMY

comparable basis. There were varying degrees of participation in the
market although by modern standards the involvement was often slight.
Yet the two great groups of agricultural and cottage-industrial regions are
recognisable and the trade between them was extensive and probably one
of the great unsung modernising forces of European history. Each set of
regions was adjusted to its comparative advantage. A distinct shift in
comparative advantage seems to have taken place during the later seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries when food imports into western
Europe were high and New World food crops were being inserted into the
agricultural regime. The terms of trade presumably turned against agri-
culture, for populations were not growing fast and food was in general
relatively cheap. This made it easier for regions of rural industry to secure
a supply of food in exchange for a smaller volume of manufactured wares
than before - or in practice to become quite prosperous, in a bucolic
fashion, now that food (and drink) were cheap, through an-increased
export of manufactures. Trade in foodstuffs and light manufactures was
not merely inter-regional but often international and apparently helped
to raise incomes in pre-factory Europe to levels which, as far as they may
be conjectured, compared favourably with the more prosperous countries
in less-developed parts of the world today.

The economic advance of early modern Europe is evident both in the
growing wealth of the landowners and farm operators of the plains and
the progress of the peasant communities of many upland areas. The hired
farmhands of the arable lowlands may not have prospered in the same
degree since although environmental control was not strict there, social
control by the agrarian lords was. Upland communities, prominent among
those which came to concentrate on rural industry, had been deeply
afflicted by the demographic pressures of the sixteenth century. With thin
soils, steep slopes, high precipitation, short growing seasons and bad
communications, they could not feed themselves adequately, not at any
rate in all years. They were torn by revolts, banditry and wholesale witch-
crazes. There was trade with the lowlands, but it was seemingly not
enough or sufficiently general. But by the eighteenth century the uplands
had diversified their economies, exporting more labour (such as mercenary
soldiers), using the streams to power sawmills and iron works, and above
all expanding handicraft industries. Their prosperity was dependent on the
receipt of foodstuffs from the plains and in years of general harvest
failures they could still suffer famine, but inter-regional specialisation and
trade had made them and the whole European economy more resilient
since the sixteenth century.

The economic welfare of communities dependent on rural domestic
industry turned eventually on whether or not they overlay or had cheap
access to deposits of coal. Growth had proceeded far in a Smithian fashion,
by the extension of the market, by trade among diverse regions. Once the

21

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE ENVIRONMENT AND THE ECONOMY

steam engine was attached to manufacturing machinery - a development
that must be treated as exogenous to the present exposition — coal became
a crucial input to a swelling number of industrial processes. It so happened
that many areas of rural domestic industry lay above coal-bearing strata.
This was not so much because the coal was valuable to the cottager for his
manufacturing by-employment as because coal districts were prominent
among those where cereal growing was unrewarding. Poor areas for
farming were not highly regarded by powerful men and an independent
peasantry had been able to retain a foothold in them. The cost of this was
to engage in rural industry and other non-farming activities in order to
produce the wherewithal to exchange for bread. When coal became the
prime source of industrial energy those areas of rural industry that
possessed it were set to blossom, but those that did not have coal were
slowly strangled by the competition.

There were intermediate stages. When demand for manufactures first
went up very rapidly there was a feverish expansion of output by cottagers
using the old handicraft methods. Because hand weaving was often the
subsidiary occupation of small farmers its products, according to Adam
Smith, were for a time brought to market more cheaply than those of the
factory. But once the boom passed the chill of factory competition was
sharp and cottage units were winnowed, their place being taken as each
economic upturn drew in investment capital by more and more powerful
machines. The handloom weavers were trapped, and ultimately extin-
guished, in this frictional drag. Among the areas of cottage industry were
some others which reached a half-way house of mechanisation: water-
power. The first applications of steam to manufacturing were to pump
water back above mills on the streams. New processes were run by water-
mills from the late eighteenth century, and because the fastest streams
were present in the kinds of upland district previously occupied by handi-
craft industry, that transition was made readily enough. It did not last,
but proved an evolutionary dead-end, like the remarkable and at first sight
anomalous increase of windmills in the early decades of the British
‘Industrial Revolution’. Direct applications of steam power, based on
coal, fairly soon won out.

Thus in upland areas without coal, industry shrivelled during the
nineteenth century. The pockets which survived seemed to do so on the
basis of recondite skills in the manufacture of curiosities. The production
of most consumer goods was subjected to sterner factory and machine
competition. The bulk of the populations of uplands without coal was
pressed back into low-grade farming and despite a steady drain of young
people into the cities these regions were not really abandoned until the
rural exodus of the twentieth century, the Hohenflucht.

The great sprawls of cottage industry thus fell back on the coalfields,
changing their technology and adapting their organisation to the impera-
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tives of the machine and the factory. There were admittedly exceptions to
this location pattern — Swedish iron, Swiss textiles, Vosges textiles — and
it has been asserted that, ‘the link between early industry and the occur-
rence of coal was no more than a tenuous relationship between areas of
upland relief, poor soils, Paleozoic rocks and associated coal, water-
power and either timber for charcoal or pasture for sheep’ (C. T. Smith).
There was a little more of a causal nexus than that. Coal did form a real
bridge between cottage and factory industry. Where there was coal the
former fused into the latter where it stood. Where the presence of coal was
unknown or uncertain, entrepreneurs and even the state began urgently to
scrape around for it. For all the official recognition the countries of main-
land Europe could not however make very speedy use of coal. They were
able to import from Britain the associated technology in its most effective
embodiment : engineers. But each link in the technological chain had to be
present and every part of the equipment had to be adapted to the new
processes — furnaces, refineries, workshops. Her longer experience with
the joint use of coal and iron gave Britain an edge over the Continent,
which found imitation harder than was at first supposed. Significantly the
lead was shortest over two other coal-bearing areas, in Belgium and the
Rhineland, which similarly had ancient metallurgical traditions. Then, as
other parts of the mainland strove and caught up, coal set the pattern of
nineteenth-century industrialism throughout Europe. A divorce from the
venerable locations represented by coalfields where earlier still there had
been cottage industry came only in the twentieth century with hydro-
electric power and oil.

The energy shift to coal was paralleled by a move from animate to
inanimate raw materials. The situation as demand grew in the eighteenth
century has been graphically expressed: ‘there was not enough cheap
meadowland or sour milk in all the British Isles to whiten the cloth of
Lancashire once the water frame and the mule replaced the spinning-
wheel; and it would have taken undreamed of quantities of human urine
to cut the grease of the raw wool consumed by the mills of the West
Riding’ (David Landes). The solution was the emergence of a chemical
industry. First England, then western Europe, was freed from the limita-
tions of what could be grown on a finite land base by substituting inorganic
chemicals for organic materials. Among the burgeoning industries of the
classic ‘Industrial Revolution’ was cotton, the supposed leading sector,
the type specimen of all new industries. Cotton was imported. The ability
to import any raw material like that on a scale and with enough regularity
to sustain an industry was in itself an historical novelty, deriving in this
case from that earlier turning-point in Europe’s history, the Discoveries.
The new ocean trades must appear less fundamental than the scientific and
technological advances of the late eighteenth century, if only because the
latter eventually could be generalised to all forms of production whereas
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the economic potential of raw material importation was limited. Yet in
the historical context whether the consequences of the Discoveries were
really of less significance for Western economic growth may be doubted.

111

Since soot is a prime pollutant, coal-based industry left the mark of Cain
on the living world. In general its effects, and those of other polluting
substances, however, increased the scale rather than the kind of environ-
mental damage associated with productive activities. There were deleteri-
ous consequences from economic activity, even farming, very much
earlier, which some examples may illustrate. Archaeological sites have
revealed that soil wash has persisted as the result of farming quite
moderate slopes in southern England since 500 B.C., even under the gentle
rainfall regime of that part of the world. At Codsall, Staffordshire, a field
enclosed in the eighteenth century A.D. has subsequently lost topsoil at a
rate of 0.1 cm per annum from windblow and mild sheetwash and
because it has been carried off on rootcrops, wheels, hooves and labourers’
boots. The process may seem slow but it is irreversible. Where soil was
scarcer and the movement faster desperate efforts were made to reverse it;
soil eroded down the steep slopes of the Alps was carted back up in
buckets. The most damaged agricultural environment of all in Europe is
along the Mediterranean, especially in Italy and Spain. There has been
erosion down to bare rock in places and as a result a faster run-off which
had led to a flood problem. Florence, for instance, lies in a countryside
richly wooded in prehistoric times but relentlessly cut over, eroded and
leached out during the historic period. Since at least the second century
A.D. the city has suffered recurrent floods which have increased in intensity
and frequency. Since 1500 there has been on average a major flood every
eight years. The build-up of water on the plains has intensified the
Italian problem with malaria.

Even symptoms of environmental disharmony like occupational
diseases did not wait until the steam age or the factory age to manifest
themselves. There is medical testimony from early modern times that
industrial jobs involving chemicals, like varnishing and gilding, produced
characteristic sicknesses. It is not surprising, at least on a second thought,
that specialised or continuous contact with foreign substances, part and
parcel of at Jeast luxury goods production from very early times, was
harmful to the artisans. A simple unmechanised task like digging out the
whetstones for scythes is known to have condemned the men and women
who toiled in the quarries to dust-choked, abraded lungs. In the English
Potteries the dry-grinding of flintstones for the makers of earthenware
caused silicosis in the workers, even though as early as 1726 Thomas
Benson had taken out a patent for his method of grinding flints under
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water. The problems associated with the working environment were as
much associated with poverty and an overcrowded labour market, and the
absence of institutional measures to force manufacturers to internalise the
relevant costs and not pass them on to the workforce or to consumers, as
with the technological level of production. What industrialisation proper
seems to have done is chiefly to have exposed a much higher proportion of
the population to harmful substances, both at work and at home, but
eventually, after agonizingly prolonged teething troubles, to have pro-
duced also the technology and wealth to clear up the mess. Indeed pre-
industrial poverty is likely to have made workers more careless with their
health, and more willing to put up with and even develop a taste for
distressing conditions, than they have needed to do since the industrial
world became rich and real wages rose.

There had been a real foretaste of the problems and environmental
squalor of the manufacturing city in the emergence of large ‘pre-industrial’
cities in northern Europe. In those latitudes they were a novel habitat,
offering short-term economic opportunities in return for longer-term
health risks. Big commercial and administrative cities (they were of
course dotted with workshops) already in early modern times placed
a strain on services and generated unenviable pollution. By the early
seventeenth century London required an aqueduct to convey water from
thirty-eight miles away. In 1662 William Petty observed that London
was growing westwards, to escape ‘the fumes, steams and stinks of the
whole easterly pile’. The rich were moving to the western suburbs, upwind,
to avoid air pollution which was, however, not merely the product of the
industrial combustion of coal as brick makers, dyers and maltsters turned
over to it as a fuel in the sixteenth century but also, or even primarily,
because of the replacement of wood by coal in domestic hearths. That
change was drawn out over an immense period (a Londoner had been
executed in 1306 for burning pit-coal) but it had already culminated
before the age of coal-burningheavy industry. Both ways there were baleful
consequences, from the hazard of cancer of the scrotum for chimney
sweeps and climbing boys to wide-spread air pollution threatening the
whole city population.

The point that severe pollution long preceded any conventional date for
the ‘Industrial Revolution’ may be reinforced by considering the Nether-
lands. The trading and processing economy there was busily fouling its
nest in the sixteenth century. As early as 1582 Dutch linen-bleachers who
dumped lye and milk into the canals were ordered to use separate disposal
systems called ‘stinkerds’. This was less to protect the populace from
noisome wastes than to ensure clean supplies of water for other industri-
alists, just as in eighteenth-century Lancashire the need for clean water on
the part of the bleachers and dyers rather than considerations of public
health led to the first attempts to use sand-bed filters for water purification.
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Nevertheless there must have been a public gain were it not for the fact
that Dutch cotton-printers continued to use the canals to dump ink
and dye residues. The paper mills, breweries, distilleries, chandleries,
soap works, brick ovens, madder ovens, and tanneries (which used whale
oil and were called ‘stinkmolens’ in Holland) characteristic of the most
advanced parts of late pre-industrial Europe all polluted the air and
water.

While settlements were still small, manufacturing works tiny, and the
use of agricultural chemicals negligible, the wind could cleanse the air and
the rain and streams could flush away wastes; wells could be relied on for
drinking water and cesspits could cope with sewage. As settlements grew in
size there was excessive competition for the quondam free goods, air and
water. Rivers instead of wells became the chief source of potable water
and almost the sole receptacle for wastes, as sewage was transferred to
them from the richer suburbs by the innovation of waterborne carriage.
The two tasks together placed more of a strain on the rivers than they
could bear. Their self-cleansing properties and salubriousness vanished.
The Fleet river in London had been an open sewer from as early as the
fourteenth century. Nevertheless the connection between contaminated
water and disease was not unequivocally demonstrated until the Soho
cholera outbreaks of the 1850s, only after which (apart from a pioneering
effort by Altona in 1843) were flushed sewers built to convey wastes
right outside municipal bounds. There was a fairly rapid diffusion of this
procedure in Europe during the second half of the nineteenth century,
while in Paris under Napoleon III the pollution of the Seine forcibly drew
attention to artesian sources of water.

But despite early instances of water pollution early industrial areas by
themselves were seldom big enough to cause the total deoxygenation of
rivers before the nineteenth century. In the heart of industrial Lancashire
the Mersey and Irwell continued to provide water for drinking and
washing clothes until 1780. At least the rivers still looked clean. By the
early nineteenth century, however, they had lost all their fish and other
aquatic life and scum was so thick on the Irwell that birds could walk on
its surface. Casual illustrations of a similar deterioration are not hard to
find, but it is difficult to discover a systematic survey of increasing river
pollution. One indication of the trend is to be found in Netboy’s study of
the contracting distribution of the Atlantic salmon, a species of fish which
moves from the sea up the rivers to spawn. The chronology of the effect of
pollution on the salmon accords in general terms with that of other aspects
of pollution, with records of severe but localised damage back in the
Middle Ages and widespread severe harm occurring during nineteenth-
century industrialisation. Once shoals had been vast and salmon were cheap
enough sometimes to be fed to pigs. Long after the earliest conservation
enactment, in 1446, when the corporation of Dublin ordered all tanners
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and glovers to cease and desist from ejecting wastes into the Liffey to the
detriment of the salmon, it was not uncommon along the western edge of
Europe for indentures of apprenticeship to restrict the number of meals at
which the apprentices might be served salmon. Autres temps, autres
meurs. Nineteenth-century industry solved that quixotic problem in
France and Britain. More and more mills were built for textiles, flour,
paper, timber, and tanning. High weirs to raise the head of water for
milling purposes were put up. The salmon were cut off from their
spawning grounds and in one river basin after another they were
extinguished.

Thus, although the ‘Industrial Revolution’ may by no means be blamed
for initiating environmental deterioration, it altogether exploded the
scale. Factory wastes began to run together into whole detritus land-
scapes. It was no longer possible for mining slag to be discreetly, even
attractively, screened by a few acres of trees, as it had been about the old
Roman iron mines in the Forest of Dean. The scarred and scabbed tracts
grew too large. Air pollution became ever more difficult for the urban rich
to escape. Atmospheric pollution engulfed great tracts out in the country-
side. At Huy, in the industrial valley of Meuse in Belgium, in the 18g0s the
peasants were obliged to breathe through handkerchiefs as they went
about their holdings. They devised cloth nosebags for their cattle but even
so the animals were afflicted by ‘fog asthmas’ in 1902 and 1911, and sixty
people died there in a smog disaster in 1930, the tip of an iceberg of bron-
chial complaints. In London several hundreds of people had been killed
by a ‘smoke-fog’ (smog) in 1872 and as late as 1952, 4,000 died there in the
worst air pollution disaster known.

Men could not evade the consequences of spending a lifetime in urban-
industrial habitats so large, by the nineteenth century, that it was no
longer possible to walk out into the fields of an evening. The workforce in
the industrial slums of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries became
pasty-faced, affected by environmental diseases like tuberculosis and
rickets as the sunlight was shrouded from deep, dark, dank courts, maimed
by the unguarded teeth of iron machines, and subjected to new occupa-
tional diseases — like ‘fossy jaw’ among the London match girls when
‘free’ phosphorus was produced and used for the first time ever. Increasing
reliance on processed and adulterated food, on watered milk like ‘London
blue’, reinforced the ravages wrought on health and physique by a lifetime
spent inside bigger and more unequivocally industrial cities than had ever
existed before.

That industrialisation produced eventual social benefit is hardly to be
contradicted. The evidence is there in national figures of rising per capita
real income. The evidence of the tables of life expectancy is even more
persuasive. The actuary necessarily takes into account those disamenities
associated with economic growth which G.N.P. calculations either exclude
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or actually count as services produced, such as expenditures on cleaning
up pollutants. The wealth, technology, and cheaper produced goods
which industrialisation poured forth could cure many of the unfortunate
side-effects of an increasing material output. But for a long, long time
producers cultivated their private affairs without regard for the social
costs imposed by the spillover of wastes. Profit inured a minority of men,
and necessity inured the majority, to aesthetic deprivation, sensory
affront and hazard to health and life.

Technology itself is neutral. It may be used so as to impair man’s
ecological niche. Over a lengthy period of Western economic growth little
attention was paid to damage to the environment. Controls waited on
institutional innovation, on a generalising of particular laws and sterner
enforcement of them, and these things waited on the crossing by sizeable
and influential groups of some threshold of material welfare beyond which
they might start to seck different, less tangible, improvements in the
common lot. European economies, as they cracked the eggshell of
feudalism and stepped out via absolutism and mercantilism to the greatest
degree of laissez-faire the world has known, did not possess the will for
self-regulation. A considered balance between the production of material
goods and the production of environmental disamenities was not struck.
The social costs of pollution were freely passed on to the populace at
large. Few penalties attached to the producers of disamenities, either
factory owners or even for most of the twentieth century the managers of
state factories. Without penalties the social conscience remained thread-
bare. A mass of regulations originating in the protection of old sectional
interests did offer some means of obliging manufacturers to internalise
these costs, but a concerted effort to use them waited on the post-Keynes
generations who, having experienced nothing except full employment and
rising incomes, felt they could afford to urge their political representatives
to improve the quality of life. Until then, that is until the second half or
even the start of the last third of the twentieth century, the richest econo-
mies concentrated on material output. Incomes were low for many people
still and the primary goal was to raise them; the Commonweal must fare
as best it might. Until then the negative externalities of increased produc-
tion were inescapable and had to be borne.

1v

Early modern Europe held significant reserves of land and raw materials
within its bounds. There persisted north of the Alps enclaves which could
be and were brought into cultivation, or at least used more intensively, for
the benefit of the metropolitan heart which lay about the Amsterdam—
London axis. These reserves were of five main Kinds, listed here in what
was approximately an ascending order of importance. First, there were
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heathlands of infertile soils which could be taken in and out of cultivation
according to the movement of grain prices. The poorer expanses would not
sustain cropping for long even under the best existing practice (sheepfold
and root crops) but they were available as land of last resort. Second, there
were extensive wetlands. This marshland was made to give good crops in
place of a thin yield of fish, fowl, and rough pasturage. Dutch engineers
began to drain marshes all over Europe - in Poland, Germany, England,
France and Italy —in the sixteenth century, while Frederick the Great
exulted on the completion of a big drainage project in Prussia in 1753 that
he had, ‘conquered a province in peacetime’. Third, there were forests into
which cultivation could be pushed, supplying timber as a joint product
with cleared farmland. Woodland clearance also created an externality for
agriculture by destroying the redoubts of predators like wolves. Fourth,
unlike the densely-occupied crop lands of the Mediterranean, there was
north of the Alps under-used capacity in the shape of fallow fields.
Changes in farming methods enabled the fallows to be brought under
permanent cultivation. Crop rotations were elaborated from the sixteenth
century, developing out of simple grain-fallow or winter corn - spring corn
- fallow systems into many and varied shifts of temporary grass or forage
crops with cereals. Improved grasses and forage crops eliminated the need
for fallow and added greatly to the effective productive acreage. Fifth, there
were more conventional expansions of frontiers into lands occupied at
low densities by tribal peoples and aliens. As time went on the lands of
such people were seized or otherwise coerced more fully into the market
system.

This last aspect of European economic history, internal or landward
colonisation, may perhaps be thought of as a series of explosions along the
eastern borders and a series of implosions into Celtic lands. Compared
with the maritime expansion of Europe, particularly the struggle for
British dominion over the oceans and the grasslands of the Americas,
southern Africa, and Australasia, the internal (or adjacent landward)
expansion has been neglected. In fact there had been a recurrent eastward
expansion by land in Europe, involving at its most unexpected even a
migration of Scots to Poland in the seventeenth century. A larger move-
ment was that whereby Lorrainers and Germans took over the lands of
Muslim herdsmen on the Great Hungarian Plain, which the Habsburgs
recovered by the Treaty of Carlowitz in 1699 and returned to the earlier
function as the mustering ground for cattle drifts to central European
markets, and later converted to granaries of wheat and maize. Another
big movement, part of the expansion of Imperial Russia, was the migra-
tion during the second half of the eighteenth century into the Ukraine, the
Crimea and the entire northern shore of the Black Sea, which whole area
subsequently became a breadbasket for western Europe. Eleven million
acres were allotted to colonists in one early ten-year period, although not
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until the second half of the nineteenth century could it be said that this last
internal frontier was fully occupied.

As to the pressure into the Celtic lands, the ancient territorial ambitions
of the English and Lowland Scots regarding Wales, the Scottish High-
lands and Ireland were renewed. Wales was formally joined to England by
the Act of Union in 1536, guaranteeing the flow of pastoral products to
England; the plantation of Ireland is a tale too tangled to be retold in a
short space, but a particularly dramatic episode was the transfer of almost
seven million acres to Protestant hands between 1652 and 1660; and the
western isles of Scotland were violently invaded at the start of the seven-
teenth century, although only a final fit of exasperation after the ‘Forty-
five’ caused the Highland clans to be put to the sword and the way to be
cleared for sheep ranching. The Celtic lands were in truth not uniformly
rich and much of the motive for subduing them was to deny Roman
Catholic powers in Europe a backdoor for the invasion of England.
Further, strenuous resistance bloodied the noses both of the land specu-
lators whom James VI and I had licensed to commit genocide in the
Hebrides, and of several swashbuckling entrepreneurs in Ireland. Certain
of the very same individuals reappeared in the early history of colonisa-
tion in Virginia and New England. They sat on a see-saw which tilted
between fully mobilising land resources within Europe and exploiting
lands and seas outside.

Adam Smith considered that ‘the discovery of America, and that of a
passage to the East Indies by the Cape of Good Hope, are the two greatest
and most important events recorded in the history of mankind’. By his day
these events had had time to fructify and the exploitation of extra-
European sources of food and raw materials was well established. There
had, as it happened, been a long interval before the full benefits were
established. During this, Portuguese and Spanish finds of silver, gold, and
spices diverted attention away from an initial interest in ‘real’ resources
and promoted the Price Revolution of the sixteenth century. In the fif-
teenth century the research institute established by Henry the Navigator at
Sagres in Portugal had planned a thorough programme of island-hopping
in the Atlantic, in search of land to grow grain and sugar, standing timber
to cut, and colonies of seals for oil. The diversion from these goals was
unfortunate. Spain, for all the silver of Central America, failed to trans-
mute it into sustained growth.

The Spaniards used their meretricious riches to import manufactures
from north-west Europe instead of building up their own industry. The
north-western Europeans, apparently after capturing a very large share of
Mediterranean trade by sheer commercial vigour, and after a few pas-
sages with fool’s gold, turned back in search of ‘real’ resources outside
Europe. This was a long time after Columbus and da Gama and it was an
even longer time, into the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century,
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before markets outside Europe absorbed any quantity of European
manufactures. Maritime expansion was initially a peripheral undertaking.
As Adam Smith himself recognised, the discovery of the New World arose
from ‘no necessity’. This is not to say — quite the opposite — that there was
not ultimately a massive boost given to European growth by the acquisi-
tion of almost 20 million square miles of land in the Americas, Australasia
and South Africa (five times the area of Europe), plus of course the inter-
posed marine fisheries. When the eastern agricultural frontier in Hungary,
Poland and Russia is included, and the supply of raw materials to western
Europe from the Baltic and Scandinavia, the eventual windfall of resources
is staggering.

The categoriser of the phases of expansion is plagued by exceptions.
What is taken as constituting Europe at a given date must determine what
may properly be treated as interior colonies as opposed to external
frontiers. Qutward pressure against the Ottomans involved fairly evident
frontier movements, but the role of Scandinavia and the Baltic lands is
more ambiguous or at any rate changeable over time. In early modern
times Scandinavia and the Baltic littoral were being used as resource
colonies and markets by the Dutch and English. Eventually the Scandi-
navian countries proved able to imitate extra-European exploits, although
up to the Second World War there were communities of expatriate English-
men in ports along the southern shore of the Baltic, engaged in despatch-
ing primary products home from regions which retained some part of their
old role as resource colonies. Outside Europe, of course, the resource grab
by north-western European economies in particular went from strength to
strength in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although
disturbed by conflicts among the colonial powers themselves and occa-
sional colonial rebellions.

The chronology of overseas expansion may be complicated but the
functional consequences for European economic growth are reasonably
clear. It was as though by some magical process of continental drift the
area of the seaboard countries of western Europe had increased. They
commanded vast new or extra quantities of resources of three main kinds.
First, there were the staples of the Commercial Revolution, which will not
be dwelled on here, the imported lumber, cereals, and semi-tropical
commodities like tobacco, tea, coffee and indigo. Second, there was a
much wider range of crop plants which could be grown within Europe and
raise its own productivity per acre. Third, there was a bigger intake of fish
protein and whale and seal oil from the world’s oceans.

The central effects may be indicated by a type of reverse staple theory,
rather as sketched by Walter Prescott Webb in The Great Frontier. The
‘metropolitan’ economy of north-west Europe was stimulated by waves of
utilitarian resources reaching it from its annexes, mainly overseas. This
amounted to a gigantic extension of Europe’s effective resource base, its
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‘ghost acreage’ in the terminology of the fisheries scientist, Georg Borg-
strom. ‘Ghost acreage’ is a measure of the extra tilled land which would be
needed to produce at home, with given techniques, the equivalent quan-
tity of food, of the same nutritive value, as that obtained from external
sources. The measure is divided into ‘fish acreage’, the tilled land needed to
raise animal protein equivalent to that supplied by fishing, and ‘trade
acreage’, the tilled land needed to replace farm products imported for
human and animal feed. ‘Ghost acreage’ must remain a notional concept
because we lack historical data to calculate it, but the idea is instructive.
Enormous additions of ‘real’ resources were made available and they came
from a much wider climatic range than obtained in Europe. Risks of food
and raw material supplies failing were thus spread more widely, over a
range of extra-European territories that can be looked on as a giant
portfolio of assets. Europe’s total income rose and (in another classic
welfare gain) it was spread more evenly over time. All these additions to
Europe’s resources were made at a low cost compared with the alternative
of increasing output from the Continent’s own acreage.

The cutting edge of the expansion was the grab for pelagic bounty. The
English and French secured the richest sea fishery of all, the Grand Banks
of Newfoundland. The cod caught there was sold in southern European
countries which were short of protein and which being Roman Catholic
had institutionalised the -eating of fish. The north-western European
countries did not themselves rely for food on their catches of fish but
received the ‘fall-out’ of the fish trade in the form of capital and entre-
preneurship. Their capital markets were stimulated by large numbers of
people taking small individual shares in fishing vessels. The north-western
Europeans got the lion’s share of the work of ship-building, ship-fitting
and provisioning. The growth of their port towns was advanced by the
building of dwelling houses, warehouses, wharves, docks, and the atten-
dant workplaces for thousands of bakers, brewers, coopers, ships’
carpenters, smiths, net-makers, rope-makers, line-makers, hook-makers,
and pulley-makers (the ship’s block or pulley was to be one of the earliest
standardised products of eighteenth-century industry). The same coun-
tries benefited from the growth of trades which developed out of the
fisheries, an example being the North American fur trade. They obtained
a favourable balance of trade with southern Europe and took this out in
Mediterranean wines and citrus fruits, products which as Thomas Mal-
thus noted would otherwise simply not have been available at any price in
cool, cloudy north-west Europe. Most valuable of all, perhaps, was
the amassing of information about commercial geography which made the
expansion of maritime activity self-sustaining. Cogitating enviously on the
springs of Dutch wealth in 1680, William Petty wrote that ‘those who
predominate in shipping and fishing have more occasions than others to
frequent all parts of the world and to observe what is wanting or redun-
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dant everywhere. . .and consequently to be the factors and carriers, for
the whole world of trade’.

Whaling may be seen in a similar light to fishing. Species of ‘right
whales’ (the term merely signifies the right whales to catch) were sought
farther and farther from European shores. They were pursued to the edge
of the Arctic, and by the early seventeenth century one thousand Dutch-
men summered in Spitzbergen, at a permanent encampment called Smee-
renburg (Blubbertown). Whalers next crossed the North Atlantic. Sperm
whales enticed them into the South Atlantic, the Pacific, the Tasmanian
bays, and Antarctic waters. It so happened that the whalers regularly
found new grounds just when the old ones were on the point of being
hunted out, and they were able as a result to keep up a barely faltering
flow of oil to European markets. A similar Providential theme, of an
almost mystical kind, has been commented on in the resource history of
the United States. Perhaps it may be said that the Europeans made
Providence work for them.

Whale oil was of prime importance as a lubricant and an illuminant.
The oil was used to soften leather in days when the leather trades were in
the front rank, before they were supplanted by rubber and petroleum-based
synthetics. It was used for softening coarse woollen cloth, as a base for
paint and tar with which to caulk and coat the planking of ships and
houses, to make soft soap, and to grease ever-faster and more numerous
machines. For this last purpose whale oil was vital throughout the early
history of industrialisation, for the petroleum oil industry only dates from
the sinking of Colonel Drake’s well in Pennsylvania in 1859. Until the
advent of coal gas at the start of the nineteenth century whale oil was an
important means of lighting city streets, factories and large houses. The
whalers also supplied ambergris for scent, malleable bones for stays and
umbrella frames, and blubber and bone for fertiliser, but their main
economic contribution was in the supplying of oil, the truly indispensable
use of which was for industrial lubrication. The expansionary effects of
the whaling industry on the economy generally may have outweighed those
of fishing. Whaling vessels were heavier ships using stouter equipment
than most fishing boats, their long voyages required greater capitalisation,
and the use of the oil demanded a skilled knowledge of tribology, the
science of lubrication. Whaling vessels were the oil tankers of the pre-
petroleum world and besides this they made special contributions to its
exploration.

As industry was served by new sources of whale oil from outside
European waters, so agriculture was served by the introduction of new
non-European food crops. Maize and potatoes were the outstanding
newcomers. Both are climatic peripherals as far as Europe is concerned.
In a period when the central bloc of western Europe agricultures was
already stirring to raise its productivity they extended the zone of reliable
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food output to the south and north. Maize proved to be adapted to the
hot summers and uneven rains of the Mediterranean basin and went a
long way towards filling unmet food needs there. Potatoes were taken up
on the former fallows and poor, untilled, soils of Europe north of the
Alps, and along the wetter littoral in Ireland, western Scotland, the Low
Countries and Norway, slowly at first, quickly from the late eighteenth
century.

By domestic endeavour, the importation of new crop species, and the
direct import of food, the aggregate food supply of Europe climbed and
has gone on climbing throughout the post-Columbian epoch. This
generalisation, certainly, brushes aside important short-term phenomena
such as harvest failures, and persistent deficiencies of diet for some
populations and social groups. Nevertheless the generalisation correctly
captures the success of Europe in finding food for a growing, increasingly
urban, population. By historical standards the achievement was remark-
able and the demographic and economic consequences were boundless.
Some of the significant episodes in the long-term achievement of ade-
quate food supplies deserve to be picked out. In early modern times the
diffusion of rye, supplemented with protein from salt fish and vitamin c
from pickled cabbage, permitted denser settlement than before along the
Baltic into Russia. This diet had made a sort of colonisation possible.
Very soon these quasi-colonies along the Baltic were able to export
enough cereals to supply the Netherlands, with an overplus which Dutch
shippers re-exported to Italy and other Mediterranean countries. On an
average of years in the late seventeenth century this supply fell off, but it
remained as a buffer to be drawn on in any year when the harvest was
short in western and southern Europe.

At that period, in the latter years of the seventeenth century, there was
a new and growing stream of English grain exports to the Continent.
England had been a small net importer of grain (for the London market)
at the start of the seventeenth century and the shift to exporting was both
unexpected and remarkable. To some degree this achievement in a north-
western European country was a culmination of an old sequence of dif-
fusions whereby forage plants had entered Mediterranean Europe through
the Muslim world and spread northwards. Some of these plants had been
adopted as feed crops by the specialist livestock farmers of the Low
Countries and carried on into England to act as fodder courses in rotation
with cereals. The productive cropping systems pieced together in England
helped to turn that country into a grain exporter from the 1660s to 1750.
The principle of these rotations was afterwards transmitted back to main-
land Europe, doing away with the need to rest the land by fallowing, since
the dung of animals fed on the forage crops restored fertility to the soil.
This long process whereby plant species suitable for use as fodder crops
drifted to north-west Europe from as far afield as south-west Asia owed
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something to Europe’s location, to the permeable interface between
Christendom and Islam. The biological and economic consequences of
that culture contact were slower and less dramatic, but hardly less fruitful,
than the post-Columbian dispersal of crops from outside Eurasia.

By the late seventeenth century Europe’s food supplies were more
varied and secure than ever before, notwithstanding the increase of
population and occasional (but diminishing) runs of lean years. The
European littoral especially benefited from new sources of supplementary
import as distant as North America. The economy of the coastal regions
was made more robust by the diversification of its food resources; the
dampening of fluctuations in food prices and of famine mortality reduced
a fundamental cause of economic instability. No single plant disease or
particular inclemency of the weather could depress food supplies, or the
supplies of farm-produced raw materials for industry, as much as hereto-
fore. There may be some causal connection between this amelioration and
the urgent stirrings of industrialisation in England.

By the end of the eighteenth century the population of Europe had
again risen to the point where it pressed against food supplies. The
nineteenth century saw this subsistence problem tackled in four ways: in
England by the further development of farming methods; by upgrading
soil fertility through the use of oil-cake obtained outside Europe to feed
cattle for dung and through the import of guano from the seabird colonies
off Peru; by the more energetic spread of English methods to mainland
Europe; and by importing more produce directly from the newly-ploughed
grasslands and newly-stocked ranges of other continents.

The more intensive production within European agriculture itself was
not without cost, for reasons which present an apparent (though not a
real) paradox. Whereas the overall food resources of Europe became more
resilient, because more diverse, local tendencies towards specialisation and
intensification actually increased the risks of loss to pests and disease in
given regions, losses which were sustained in the case of the wine-growing
parts of France when phylloxera struck, or even over a whole country in
the case of Ireland when the potato blight appeared. Obviously there
were advantages to raising only one crop, in the shape of specialised
equipment needs and work routines and standardised arrangements for
processing and distribution. On the other hand monoculture offered an
ideal habitat to a few species which could multiply to become pests.

Agricultural pests, and in some degree the whole humanised landscape,
may be looked on as true by-products of the dominant economic system.
The relationship may be traced back into prehistory, when peoples
moving into Europe from south-west Asia brought useful crops and
grasses but almost unwittingly an entire ‘living entourage’ of unwanted
species too. They introduced plants which being adapted to bare earth or
open country habitats in Asia quickly spread as weeds wherever the land
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was cleared for farming in Europe. Specialised crop production greatly
extended this type of relationship. It created super-habitats in which a
handful of parasites, predators and pathogens could reach explosive
levels. Thus when the rye crop was established across northern Europe a
specific fungus, ergot, travelled with it. The heavy purple heads of ergot
flourished among the rye in damp seasons. Threshed with the grain and
ground into the flour, ergot was responsible at intervals for enormous
psychotic outbreaks among humans. By the nineteenth century rye was
being replaced by potatoes or wheat and some simple amendments had
been made to husbandry routines, bringing ergotism within bounds,
indeed abolishing all except rare, minor outbreaks in the West. The
example of ergot demonstrates the link between extreme agricultural
specialisation and the concomitant creation of favourable conditions for
harmful organisms.

The most cataclysmic fungal infestations of the nineteenth century did
not affect the final consumer in the direct way of ergot but instead
destroyed the plant host. The consequences were of course just as tragic
where populations relied exclusively on the one crop. The most striking
manifestations, already mentioned, were the potato blight which caused
the Great Famine in Ireland, the west of Scotland, the Low Countries and
Norway, and the phylloxera which so devastated the French vineyards
that they had to be replanted with rootstocks from California. In the
absence of effective pest control by chemical biocides, themselves trea-
cherous (by 1840 a copper sulphate solution used to protect seed wheat
against smut was inadvertently poisoning partridges in Hampshire), these
ecosystems had become hyper-developed.

Similar pest and disease problems were evident among livestock.
Flocks and herds of only one species were efficient from the producer’s
point of view in the short- or even the medium-term, but were vulnerable
to disease in the long-term. The most serious animal diseases were trans-
mitted from Asia and had fortunately often lost their virulence by the time
they reached the favoured shores of western Europe, especially those of
Britain sheltering behind the Channel moat. But nowhere was entirely
safe. The threat of plague was heightened by the build-up of livestock
populations and more frequent and extensive trading in animals and
feedstuffs. Cattle in western Europe were massacred by rinderpest several
times during the eighteenth century and this phenomenon throws some
light on the origins of the scientific research which eventually curbed
losses due to animal disease. To illustrate, the loss from epizootics in
France made them matters of concern to the intendants. A rinderpest out-
break in 1770-1, which quarantine failed to contain, inspired the Comp-
troller-General of Finances to engineer the founding of the Société Royale
de Médecine. Thissociety was charged with the investigation of epizootics
and human epidemics, and also interested itself in sanitary conditions,
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occupational diseases, and (as it came about) a severe occurrence of
ergotism in the Sologne district in 1777. These shocks to the economy
thus aroused medical and biological science. The interesting question, of
course, is why it was European society at precisely that period which
responded so positively to agricultural upsets. Ecological disasters cannot
by themselves explain the institutional reaction, but they were evidently
the means of focussing scientific effort once a generalised concern for such
matters had appeared. Progress of a strictly scientific nature was slow and
stumbling, the big breakthrough awaiting the development of antibiotics
in the 1940s, but the early emergence of a veterinary profession had ensured
that such partial remedies as became available were being diffused.

On the cereal side, western Europe quite lost any comparative advan-
tage in the 1870s. By 1890 the major sources of supply were the United
States, Russia, Hungary and India. Faced with a waterfall of cereal
imports far greater than any current deficiency in domestic output and
cheap enough to bankrupt higher-cost home growers, several continental
powers opted for tariff protection. Among them Germany most notably
pressed ahead with a search for import substitutes, finding an alternative
to cane sugar in home-grown sugar-beet and spurring her chemists to
devise various ersatz products. In these ways Germany and some other
nations were able to squeeze more food and raw materials out of the
factor of production, land, which was scarcest for them since they had
lagged in the race to colonise temperate grasslands outside Europe. The
decision to seek and use substitutes was political, being an attempt to
protect their own farmers’ incomes and to reduce the national dependence
on a ‘ghost acreage’ the routes from which were controlled by the British
navy.

The biggest food importing economy remained Britain. As demand
rose there and the technology of carrying freight was improved, so con-
centric bands of different land uses, specialising on particular products,
were shaped and spread outwards across other lands. Perishable vege-
tables and dairy products were raised closest in to the chief British market
centre, London, with grains being grown farther out, and meat, wool and
hides beyond. ‘The outer boundary’, which comprised extensive stock-
raising and lay beyond Europe, even beyond the northern hemisphere,
‘pulsated in time to the beat of prices in London’ (J. R. Peet). Precise
rings of land usage were distorted by real world differences in production
possibilities, differential accessibility, and political resistance to free trade,
but the underlying pattern can be detected. Types of farming, the aspect
of the countryside, and therefore the prospects for industrialisation and
economic growth, all bore a relation to the linear distance from the
biggest market, London. The notion may be jobbed back to early modern
times when Amsterdam was the hub of the commercial world and the
costs of supplying primary products to this focus already determined the
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nature of the ecosystems over a far wider area. The whole system, the
entire arrangement of ecosystems, expanded outwards as the metropolitan
market grew and transport costs fell. This process was in full swing during
the Victorian era.

The nineteenth century saw an almost uninterrupted run of eighty years’
deflation in western Europe. Unlike earlier great deflations this one was
not the result of a forced contraction of demand caused by demographic
setback but was the outcome of a fortunate combination of circumstances
on the supply side. Methods of production and transportation were being
improved constantly. The interiors of the new lands were being settled by
populations of European stock whose connections led them to engage in
producing food and raw materials for sale on the European market.
Primary product prices went down and went on going down. This was
obviously propitious for the economic growth of the industrialising
countries, especially in the favoured case of Britain.

Nevertheless there were other ways to grow. Countries with less of a
share in the extra-European economies (Germany is the obvious example)
also experienced a powerful surge of economic growth in the second half
of the nineteenth century. Evidently industrialisation could be generated
at home, and domestic agriculture could be developed, given the prior
example of British growth plus the political will to undertake a policy of
import substitution. Germany, in particular, sought and found substitute
raw materials for her industries and substitute crops to feed her people,
and thereby compensated for the lack of a sizeable temperate zone
empire.

In long perspective it seems that societies have usually found conquest
and colonisation easier than massive technological change. A reason may
be that the latter not merely expands the economy but alters its structure,
and threatens derivative changes in society which would disturb the
holders of power. Conquest and colonisation on the other hand are
extensions of the existing system and hold out the prospect of additional
land and jobs to those who are already powerful. At worst there may be a
gradual dilution of their equity in the sense that there may come to be more
rich and powerful individuals in the society — but not a traumatic rise of
new élites. The singularity of European civilisation was to extend its
territorial power across the seas and to a degree matched by no other, and
at the same time to achieve a thorough industrialisation, something which
had literally no historical precedent. Industrialisation involved the use of
new production functions in which resources were combined more
efficiently through technological advance, and it fed on cheap primary
products from frontier areas. Securing these new supplies of food and raw
materials, though fundamental in the rise of the Atlantic seaboard
economies, was the easier task. Colonisation invited less social upheaval
than bringing into being factories, machines, urban proletarians, parvenu
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entrepreneurs and scribbling intellectuals and it seems almost surprising
that ruling groups in Europe submitted to the stresses of industrialisation
without making much more determined efforts to speed up overseas
settlement. Presumably the shadowy and ambiguous processes of growth
were beyond their understanding or control.

Viewed from the grandstand of history, the ‘Industrial Revolution’ was
a prime discontinuity. Yet it was contained within the somewhat more
conventional discontinuity of the Discoveries whereby territory was
effectively added to the European economic system. There never was an
empire, an accession of ‘ghost acreage’, like the combined spheres of
igfluence of the British, French and Dutch in the eighteenth century. The
haul from this great, dispersed imperium raised per capita real incomes in
the home countries to levels which compare favourably with the richer of
the developing nations today. Europe had become a sink for global
protein, raw materials, fertiliser, and energy. Resources were pulled in
from farther and farther beyond its bounds. Rising marginal costs of
obtaining resources, or obtaining them from a given area, were repeatedly
collapsed by discoveries of new supplies or new areas of supply. The
pressure of population was repeatedly deflated and the rise of the effective
man:land ratio was slowed down. In such a fashion Europe became pro-
gressively more detached from its native ecological base until in the mid-
twentieth century its prosperity hinged on the cheapness of imported
food, raw materials and, above all else, energy in the form of petroleum
oils. When stockpiles were run down and the Cold War stalemated in the
wake of the Korean War, that prosperity seemed assured. Development
economists came to elevate the over-supply of primary products to the
status of a law. They neglected the gradual effects of rising resource
consumption by the developing countries themselves and the latent politi-
cal power which could be exerted through cartelisation. Subsequent
events have shown the unwisdom of believing that resource inputs must be
cheap.

An astonishingly productive and convoluted economic system had been
founded on the assumption of cheap, extra-European resources. Europe
was not the sole gainer, although that view is widely held. Without bene-
fits of trade for the exporters of primary products the once-colonial
world would have experienced less economic growth than it did. But the
benefits were distributed asymmetrically. A grave imbalance in protein,
raw materials, fertiliser and energy consumption marked the era of
Europe’s dominion over world economic and ecological history. Other
polities have now begun to redress the balance, but the finite extent of
ocean and grassland in the world implies that under any known tech-
nology they cannot replicate the means by which Europe rose. Future
history looks to be informed by a bitter and more equal struggle for
known reserves of natural resources; or more optimistically by techno-
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logical advances which will economise on resource inputs; or in utopian
vein by simpler ways of life, that is by a reduced consumption of material
goods and hence of the resources needed to produce them; or most prob-
ably by varying, unstable combinations of these outcomes.
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CHAPTER I11

INDUSTRY
The forms of late medieval industry*

typically into five forms. Two of these were destined to decline over
the following several centuries; one was to continue a vigorous life
over the whole period covered in this essay, then virtually to disappear;
and two, under pressures from changes in technology, were to blend

! Recent surveys have made this body of experience somewhat more accessible to
English-language readers. On the subjects treated in this and the following section, see:
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1973); The Cambridge Economic History of Europe (London, Cambridge University Press,
1952-67); Jan De Vries, The Economy of Europe in an Age of Crisis 1600-1750 (London,
Cambridge University Press, 1976); Hermann Kellenbenz, The Rise of the European Economy
(London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976); Gino Luzzatto, An Economic History of Italy from
the Fall of the Roman Empire to the Beginning of the Sixteenth Century (London, Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1961); H. A. Miskimin, Jr, Tne Economy of Early Reraissance Europe 1300~
1460 (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969); Domenico Sella, ‘European
Industries 1500-1700° in C. M. Cipolla (ed.), The Fontana Economic History of Europe,
vol. 2 (London, Collins/Fontana Books, 1974) and Sylvia Thrupp, ‘Medieval Industry
1000-1500" in volume one of the same series (1972).
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prise in Western Germany and the Low Countries in the Eighteenth Century’ in Peter Earle
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INDUSTRIAL activity in Europe in the late fifteenth century fell
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together to create the industrial technique and organisation, larger-scale
and continuously dynamic, that we recognise as characteristically modern.

The village industry, descended from the specialised crafts on manorial
estates was perhaps the most widespread of these forms. The serf status
of the artisan, continued or restored in eastern Europe, had been perma-
nently transmuted in the West to that ‘of free worker owning his tools
and materials. But markets were local, pay was often made in kind, and
the artisan, particularly if he held a bit of land from a lord or one of his
subtenants, was effectively immobilized. The shoemaker, the smith, the
carpenter, the thatcher, the mason, the miller, the butcher, the baker,
the weaver — all were distributed in local markets over the countryside,
drawing upon the locality for most materials and serving the households
of village and rural families. Their work was supplemented by the industry
of itinerant craftsmen who transported their capital - i.e. their skills and
a few tools — from place to place, eating their way through the country-
side, sometimes in the training years of an urban apprenticeship, some-
times in a permanently gypsy-like existence. Below the level of village
industry, the primitive industry of peasant households for their own or
local consumption continued in many more remote areas. Except for
the basic tasks of food preparation, it is difficult to find in fifteenth-
century Europe, or thereafter, examples of the degree of self-sufficiency
in a rural household that characterised the extreme conditions of the
American frontier. The village form of social organisations was designed,
one might almost suppose, to avoid it, and to afford to an agriculture
of low productivity the means to release a few specialised workers for
industrial tasks.!

An immense gap in skill and organisational complexity existed between
village and peasant industry and that of the workshops of urban artisans.
In north Italian cities and the Flemish towns they are as well known to us

1 The standard references on the history of Renaissance technology are the rather widely
known and compendious volumes: Maurice Daumas (ed.), 4 History of Technology and
Invention, vol. 2 (New York, New Crown Publishers, 1969); T. K. Derry and T. I. Williams,
A Short History of Technology (London, Oxford University Press, 1961); Melvin Kranzberg
and C. W. Pursell, Jr (eds.), Technology in Western Civilization, vol. 1 (New York, Oxford
University Press, 1967); Charles Singer et al. (eds.), 4 History of Technology, vol. 3 (London,
Oxford University Press, 1957).

My own knowledge owes most to A. P. Usher’s classic treatment, 4 History of Mechanical
Invention (revised edn, New York, McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1954) and to the
books and articles of J. U. Nef, especially The Rise of the British Coal Industry (London, G.
Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 1932) and his essays reprinted as The Conguest of the Material
World (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1964); also to C. M. Cipolla’s interesting
little books, Clocks and Culture 1300-1700 (New York, Walker and Company, 1967) and
Guns and Sails in the Early Phase of European Expansion 14001700 (London, Collins, 1965)
and Samuel Lilley, Men, Machines and History (London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1965) as well
as his chapter ‘Technological Progress and the Industrial Revolution 1700-1914’ in C. M.
Cipolla (ed.), The Fontana Economic History of Europe, vol. 3 (London, Collins/Fontana,

1973) and Hermann Kellenbenz’s chapter ‘Technology in the Age of the Scientific Revolution
1500-1700’ in volume two of the same series.
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through the history of the decorative arts, producing at their highest the
masterpieces of painting and sculpture of the Italian and north European
Renaissance, as through the history of useful industry. The form of
organisation was much the same in the fine and the practical arts and had
not much changed since the flourishing of the craft guilds in the twelfth
to fourteenth centuries. A master workman trained journeymen and
apprentices, the latter bound to him, almost as family members, for
a period of years. The master in turn was controlled to a degree through
the guild, which set prices, terms of apprenticeship and standards of
quality. The master workman had his own customers, or dealt with
a merchant who also brought in supplies. The system, like the village
agriculture of the period, remained a mixture of group control, individual
initiative, and private property. The resurgence of princely authority
since the late Middle Ages had destroyed some of the political power of
the guilds but in many cities in 1500 they still formed an important
component in town government.

A fourth industrial form present at the outset of the expansive period
of European capitalism was Montanindustrie, mining, smelting, charcoal
burning and quarrying, located with reference to the sources of supplies
of the natural raw material. Since these were deep in the mountains and
forests, the industries exploiting them tended to be part of landed estates,
with labourers closer still to a serf-like status and controls altogether less
capitalistic than in the village or urban workshops. The iron industry,
often considered in this category, was in fact only partly so. Small iron
deposits in shallow diggings were exploited at many scattered locations.
Iron production was located with reference to ore and charcoal supplies
and, with the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century development of the blast
furnace and rolling mill, to waterpower sources as well. But the further
working of bar iron occurred at forges near market locations.

Finally, merchant-organised networks combining rural and urban labour
were widely employed. In the medieval wool trade a famous division of
labour had existed between England which grew the wool, Flanders
which spun and wove it, and Italy which dyed and finished it. The growth
of the Italian woollen industry in the fourteenth century had displaced
this trade by putting out materials within the Italian countryside. But in
East Anglia and the west country in England, and in patches on the
Continent - in Flanders, Switzerland, parts of northern France — forms
of a putting out system had begun to flourish wherever rural labour could
be put to use or where waterpower in the fulling operation had drawn
that part of the finishing trades to the countryside.

In 1500 the forms of industrial organisation in western Europe then
were the following: (a) village and local specialised industry; (b) peasant
industry for the household; (c) urban artisan industry; (d) materials-
oriented industries in the countryside; (¢) merchant-organised systems,
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combining rural and urban labour. All these forms had been present in the
thirteenth century, and all persisted in one corner of Europe or another
up through the nineteenth century. The changes of the early and middle
modern period, i.e. from 1500 to 1850, which are the subject of this essay,
occurred steadily throughout these 350 years, in response to a number of
economic and technical factors, in particular as a result of the interaction
between market growth and technical change. Before the mid-eighteenth
century much the major causative factor, insofar as it is possible to
weigh such things, was, as Adam Smith discerned, the steady growth of
markets — the increase in the volumes of industrial goods which could be
sold.

The growth of the market

To analyse the reasons for the market growth would lead the discussion
far into the total economic, social and political history of the early modern
period. Evidently a mass of self-reinforcing expansionary processes lay
implicit in the European environment and social system of the fifteenth
century. They have been only very incompletely laid bare. Population
growth, resuming its upward course after the catastrophes of the fourteenth
century must have expanded the margin of cultivation, and in so doing
have increased the absolute surplus available to support a non-agricultural
workforce. If then economies of scale were present in industry taken as
a whole, a rise in industrial productivity would ensue and with it a rise
in the market for both manufactures and agricultural products. Or again
the growth of the state — the notable feature of Western political history
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries — centralised and magnified
demand for certain specific industrial products — for military equipment,
for ships, for coinage, for the constructions and luxury consumption of
princely courts. The stream of landed revenues must have been in part
diverted to the hands of those who demanded goods with a higher skill
and materials component and a lower component of sheer labour ser-
vices. The growth of taxes, with royal imposts piled on top of feudal
dues, must have increased the slice taken from the peasantry whose
localised demand patterns were less favourable to concentrated industrial
activities. In this same category of explanation must be placed the famous
sixteenth-century inflation — perhaps four-fold over the century and
affecting agricultural goods more strongly than manufactures. Whatever
the distortions produced in the distribution of income, it would not be
surprising if a price rise in the presence of some reserves of rural under-
employment should have stimulated total demand. It would be interest-
ing, too, to speculate on whether larger supplies of the precious metals
and the growth in credit instruments and forms of debt did not itself
extend the market simply by facilitating trade, encouraging the conver-
sion of barter transactions to monetary ones and permitting the accom-
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plishment of trading transactions which under a scarcity of money would
not have been consummated at all.

The growth of trade itself may be looked on as an exogenous prime
mover insofar as improvements in navigation, ship construction and the
increase of geographical knowledge were involved. Here within the growth
of trade itself occurred a reciprocal process, moving from its expansion
to the knowledge, growth, and technical changes which made further
trade possible. Beyond that, the distributional shifts and social and organ-
isational changes accompanying the trade expansion both affected the
growth of the market for industrial goods and the changes in the organ-
isational forms within industry itself; this will be shown in more detail
below. Directly, one can attribute major economic effects before the
eighteenth century not to the overseas expansion, but to the growth of
trade within Europe, the Dutch-Baltic trade, and the trade between the
North Sea and the Mediterranean. Yet the overseas trade — round Africa
and tothe Americas — must have acted as an important exogenous stimulus,
whose effects were multiplied within Europe itself. Closely related were
the social and intellectual changes which, intertwined with the contem-
porary religious and political change, made western Europe in the six-
teenth century a seedbed of individualistic mercantile and capitalistic
industrial enterprise.

The market growth then was accompanied by changes in the shape of
demand, by the development of forms of business and market organisa-
tion, and by a spirit of enterprise which, taken within its institutional
forms, we call capitalistic. It should be emphasised that the effects of
market expansion were felt in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries not
only in the mercantile sector, but in industry as well. Village and peasant
industry for immediate consumption probably did not flourish, although it
maintained its share of local markets until the displacements produced
by the technical changes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But
urban workshops, mines, and smelting works prospered, the latter
benefiting from some notable technical improvements. To them were
added, particularly in the France of Colbert, the royal manufactories, the
mints, arsenals, potteries, and textile factories under royal sponsorship
and finance. Growth of a state sector was accompanied by the sponsor-
ship of technical discovery and of science, described in the following
section.

Among the industrial forms, it was the merchant-organised and mer-
chant-dominated rural industry which enjoyed the greatest expansion.
Where trade and mercantile influence was strongest - in the Midlands
and the north of England and along the great river of industry that ran
from the Low Countries up the Rhine, across south Germany and over
the north Italian plain - the activity was most striking. The actual
penetration of the countryside, the use of surplus rural labour, the
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complex movements of materials and foods had gone far beyond the mere
absorption of seasonally idle agricultural workers, or of women of farm
households. A rural industrial labour force was present in these locations,
engaged in full-time industrial activity for the market. Tasks were divided,
small pieces of capital intruded themselves at each point. The demand
patterns, wealth patterns, and especially the demographic behaviour of
this labour force were radically different from those of a peasantry or
of industrial workers in cities. At the same time, an alternative system of
industrial organisation had not died out. Urban workshops, mills and
mines, royal manufactories had increased in number and benefited from
the technical changes of the sixteenth century more perhaps than the
cottage industry could.

The path of technical change

Modern industrial society takes its origin in the eighteenth century at
the intersection of two historical processes which, though never completely
separate from one another, had developed during the Middle Ages and
Renaissance in relative independence. One of these was the organisational
development identifiable as early capitalistic enterprise. The other was
the complex and uncertain process of technical changes.

That these two features of industrial history had existed in isolation in
earlier periods is undeniable. Trade and production for private profit
occurred in ancient Greece, in South Asia, and in medieval Europe,
together with the introduction and diffusion of money as a means of
payment. Technical changes were not notable in mercantile capitalism
of this sort; indeed it is not clear that the mercantile mentality with its
quick calculations and short time horizons is best suited to understanding
and fostering the uncertain, obscure and capital- and skill-intensive
activities by which production processes are improved. On the other
hand, technical changes had appeared in societies — for example in
China ~ where the drive for maximum profit or the pressure of market
failure was relatively remote. The very slowness of technical change over
mankind’s history, its spottiness, the lack of ready diffusion of its results,
may be attributable to the relative isolation of peasant producers, royal
households and craft workshops from the force of competition on
capitalistically organised markets. So long as merchants dealt in the
natural surplus of a region’s agriculture, or in goods produced in the
local monopolies of the countryside or the guild-dominated city, capitalist
competition did not systematically penetrate the structure of production.
Technology remained largely a matter of the transmission of the con-
siderable body of hand skills, the arts of industry and agriculture, acquired
painfully over thousands of years of industrial history and held tenuously
in the brains and trained muscles of the living generation of craftsmen or
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in the pages of a very few hand-copied texts and treatises. In technology’s
long and uncertain development before 1800, new ideas appear rarely
and when they do, it is as if in the thought processes of an absent-minded
man. They do not diffuse readily over space, nor are they followed up
in all their refinements and implications even at their points of origin.
There is a lack of concentration in the history, a lack of cumulative effect
in the development.

Nevertheless the industry of the sixteenth century benefited from an
accretion of inventions that had occurred in Europe during the preceding
500 years. Among power sources, to be sure, no striking innovation
occurred. Only in the development of firearms was the expansive power
of gases harnessed to any use. Wind and water remained, and were to
remain till the late eighteenth century, the only inanimate prime movers
with appreciable industrial use. Except for water in mill ponds and dams,
they could not be stored; hence industrial operations beyond the strength
of men or beasts were as dependent on the variability of natural forces
as was agriculture. In the face of this restriction, the main development in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the diffusion, development
and generalisation in a variety of uses, of the water wheel. In mining, in
iron working, in fulling and other operations requiring a stamping and
hammering motion, the water-wheel hitched to many ingenious gearing
devices came into much wider use.

Connected to this development were several improvements in the other
components of an integrated technology: the provision of raw materials
and the transmission of power. Materials supplies were increased in the
sixteenth century by improvements in mining, in paper-making, and
through the development of the blast furnace, which spread probably
from the neighbourhood of Li¢ge up the Rhine to the south-east, and
also north across the channel. The largest branch of industry — textiles —
remained dependent, however, on traditional raw materials: wool from
England and Spain, flax from the North Sea coast, and a little cotton
from Egypt and the Middle East. It was the extension of trade within
Europe and the geographical exploration overseas rather than technical
change that widened European industry’s resource base. Precious metals
from the New World, and increased supplies of Baltic timber and Swedish
bar iron were important accessions.

On the whole industry improved most through the further development
of mechanisms for the transmission of power. Here the structure of the
technology was, in a sense, best able to yield to the pressures and incen-
tives of a growing demand. The lathe, that marvellous late medieval
tool, was developed, improved and adapted to many uses. The products
of the smithy, forge and machine shop were not the complex forms of
machinery for further production known to the late eighteenth century,
but direct consumer goods: firearms, clocks and watches, scientific
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instruments, furniture, hardware of all sorts, crude agricultural imple-
ments. No invention in the operations of the textile industry in its many
branches approached that late medieval invention, the¢ spinning-wheel, in
productivity-raising effect. Where inventions occurred, for example, the
stocking frame and the ribbon loom, they had a striking, but rather
localised impact. Diffusion was slow, and the basic operations of cloth-
making remained unaffected. Most characteristic of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries was the strenuous activity of the industries involving
the largely unmechanised assembly of parts and materials — construction
and ship-building. Here organisation was important; although designs,
styles and materials altered, the crafts and their tools remained much as
the Middle Ages had left them.

In the three centuries prior to 1750, then, some changes occurred in the
three branches of technology: power generation, power transmission and
materials production. Particularly between about 1450 and 1600, 2 mini-
revolution may be identified in the application of waterpower in mining
and iron-making, the developments in smelting, and in the invention of
ingenious mechanisms, especially in branches of production specifically
stimulated by a spreading luxury demand - firearms, printing, clocks.
Many of the improvements originated in south Germany, and the diffu-
sion of inventions was fairly rapid after the invention of printing and where
the items themselves moved in trade. In the imaginative notebooks of
Leonardo da Vinci sketches of these Renaissance inventions went far
beyond actual practice, but retained that scattered quality characteristic
of all pre-modern technical change. They depended in no respect upon
the introduction of any drastically new scientific or engineering principle,
such as was to characterise invention in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries and they had little interaction with one another.
No chains of rapid inventive progress were forged to pull productivity
along in one industry after another, with the steady upward movement
that became the mark of the Industrial Revolution and the industrial
history that followed it. The productivity growth may have contributed
to the relatively less rapidly rising prices of industrial goods in the six-
teenth-century inflation but the growth of demand appeared still largely
dependent on the factors mentioned above — population movements,
political change, geographical discovery, the increase in trade. Technology
was learning, in a sense, to respond to market incentives, but it could
not yet lead the way to continuous market growth.
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The generating institutions of scientific and technical knowledge*

The historian, at least when he works on a period where data are
scarce is always part-novelist, employing a narrative rhetoric in which the
tone and emphases of the discussion and the arrangement of its parts
contribute to its interest and its verisimilitude. At this point in this essay,
it would be appropriate and straightforward to move directly into the
English Industrial Revolution. When we do that, in the following section,
it will become apparent how readily that central development follows
upon the general market growth, the articulated economic institutions
and the rather diffused technological change of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. For a treatment, which encompasses the nineteenth
century, even in part, on the Continent, however, it is necessary to
consider another early modern development, whose connection with the
inventions of the fifty years following 1750 is thought by most scholars
to have been tenuous, but whose underlying importance for the path of
modern industrial development as a whole can hardly be denied. This
development is, of course, the growth of fundamental science, with a
particular body of social institutions to carry it on, and a particular
mentality, a way of looking at the world that we now recognise as
‘modern’.

Scientific thought is akin to the rising capitalism of the Renaissance
in several respects. Both are materialistic philosophies of this world, and
both — at least in their European form, were conceived as activities of
individuals rather than of social or corporate entities. Both began to
grow in European society before the Protestant Reformation and were

* Some useful references from the large literature in this field include the following: J. D.
Bernal, Science in History, vol. 2 (London, Penguin Books, 1969); A. F. Burstall, A History
of Mechanical Engineering (Cambridge, Massachusetts, M.L.T. Press, 1965); E. A. Burtt,
* The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical Science (New York, Doubleday, 1955);
Herbert Butterfield, The Origins of Modern Science 1300-1800 (London, G. Bell and Sons
Ltd., 1950); G. N. Clark, Science and Social Welfare in the Age of Newton (second edn,
London, Oxford University Press, 1949) and The Seventeenth Century (New York, Oxford
University Press, 1961); A. C. Crombie, Mechanical and Early Modern Science, 2 vols.
(New York, Doubleday, 1959); A. R. Hall, The Scientific Revolution, 1500-1800 (Boston,
Beacon Press, 1956) and ‘Scientific Method and the Progress of Techniques” in E. E. Rich
and C. H. Wilson (eds.), The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, vol. 1v (London,
Cambridge University Press, 1967); Peter Mathias, ‘Who Unbound Prometheus? Science
and Technical Change, 1600-1800’ in Peter Mathias (ed.), Science and Society 1600-1900
(London, Cambridge University Press, 1972); R. K. Merton, Science, Technology and Society
in Seventeenth Century England (New York, Harper Torchbooks, 1970); René Taton,
Reason and Chance in Scientific Discovery (New York, Philosophical Library Inc., 1957);

A. N. Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (New York, Pelican Mentor Books, 1948);
Edgar Zilsel, ‘The Sociological Roots of Science’, American Journal of Sociology, 47 (1942),
544-62.

On the ancient argument over Protestantism and Capitalism, an article by Herbert Liithy,
‘Once Again: Calvinism and Capitalism’, Encounter, 22 (1964), 26-38, contains a new point
of view which I have adopted here. A very recent thoughtful statement of a different, but by
no means contradictory view, is made by Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests
(Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1977).
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indeed part of the social and intellectual ferment from which the
Renaissance, the Reformation and the modern national state arose. Both
involved a trust in tangible sense data and both were rebellious against
authority, especially when it interfered with the individual pursuit of gain,
or of scientific truth. The medieval Catholic world had furnished not only
a relation of man to God and His Church, but also a sense of the social
whole. It was a world in which ideally every part and person depended
upon every other, the whole bound together by a common belief in
another world, and by a common magic - the magic of the church and
its sacraments —as much as in any primitive society studied by anthro-
pologists in recent times. Against this social sense, with its supernatural
sanctions, capitalism put the pursuit of individual gain, without regard
to just prices, usury restrictions, or any ultra-mundane devotion. Science,
though long retaining a magical and religious aura, depended in Galileo
or Bacon on an individual mind’s search for truth by observation and
experiment. The Protestant Reformation then expressing a similar
individualism in the search for the soul’s salvation, achieved a rapid,
religious symbiosis with both capitalism and science which Catholicism
never could attain.

Yet neither capitalism nor science could avoid or dispense with the
institutionalisation of their thought and behaviour patterns, the regular-
isation of the norms by which both money-making and truth-finding
might be legitimately achieved and success tested and identified, and the
development of devices for communicating their culture to others and
to successive generations. These tasks were vested only partially in the
state; private business activities, private agreements and codes of behav-
iour, private meetings and correspondence formed the basic stratum of
a developing modern culture in the economic and intellectual life of
northern Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The small
peer groups — companies of merchants, societies of amateur scientists,
corresponding members of university faculties — began to form a signi-
ficant social class, an aristocracy of money, enterprise or intellect within
which the rewards and sanctions exceeded anything that a king or his
courts could have imposed.

The free European market both in goods and ideas developed, however,
in the presence of — one might almost say under the very nose of - a state
apparatus which in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did not
remotely resemble that of the nineteenth century when capitalism and
science had become dominant. The relation to this state — the royal and
centralist state of sixteenth-century England and seventeenth-century
France — was ambivalent and, like most ambivalent relationships, stormy.
Merchants and manufacturers depended on the growing power of the
central government for many things: first, for special privileges, grants
of monopoly, contracts and trading rights; second, for the establishment
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of a currency system and the chartering and protection of financial
institutions; third, for the legitimising of commercial contracts, the
protection of property, and to a considerable degree the control of the
labour force. On the other hand, their interests were not synonymous
with those of the state, and the presence both of the landed interest and
the monarch himself ensured a conflict. Clearly for commercial expansion,
the optimal arrangement was that experienced in the Dutch Republic
after its successful revolt against the Spanish emperor and in England after
the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688: i.e. the substantial hegemony of the
mercantile interest in the conduct of government. In France, the policies
of Richelieu, Mazarin, and Colbert directed toward fostering trade and
industry were a rather weak substitute for the stimulus given to trade by
the provision of a greater degree of bourgeois freedom in the Protestant
lands.?

However, for the development of science, as distinguished from prac-
tical improvements in technology, it is not clear that the dominance of
society by the commercial classes was the most favourable arrangement.
The role of scientist, even in the amateur or non-institutionalised science
of the Renaissance, is closer to that of the theologian or scholar-priest
than to that of the inventor of practical technology. He is the elaborator
of the true view of the world, employing a method involving both reason-
ing and appeals to sense data, to give men an understanding of where
they are in relation to the universe, and what is the ultimate constitution
of matter and material forces. The sponsorship of such an institution
devolved naturally upon those who in previous ages had sponsored the
church and ecclesiastical foundations and activities. Included among
these foundations were the universities, which in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries were beginning to change from the monkish groups of
the Middle Ages engaged in theological disputation into the general
purpose institutions of knowledge we know today.

Science then, of the more or less ‘pure’ variety — the natural philosophy
which investigated astronomy, mechanics, and even chemistry — found
the growing interest in its methods and its findings institutionalised and
sponsored in several directions: first, in small private groups and societies
of interested men, rich enough to pursue such a hobby; second, under
specific sponsorship and financial support by noblemen and monarchs
and even by wealthy bankers or merchants, as part of a general sponsor-
ship of the arts; third, in the universities, as separately endowed founda-
tions under royal or ecclesiastical patronage. In the Protestant states,
private groups with some royal sponsorship were largely responsible for
the growing body of experimentation and research; in southern Europe,

! Nothing has surpassed the treatment of French and other mercantilisms by C. H.

Wilson in ‘Trade, Society and the State’ in E. E. Rich and C. H. Wilson (eds.), The Cam-
bridge Economic History of Europe, vol. 1v (London, Cambridge University Press, 1967).
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science had to live under the watchful eye of the church and the Inquisi-
tion; in France, a characteristic mixture of Catholic and Protestant forms,
in this as in many other things, offered perhaps the most favourable
climate for the development. The Inquisition was absent; sponsorship by
the crown, eager to exhibit itself as the source of all knowledge and all
light, was generous, yet a spirit of free rationalism was not smothered.
By the eighteenth century, these institutions had matured into a strong
network of intercommunicating groups. Even in Prussia, Russia and
Austria, the monarchs of the Enlightenment, affected by a culture that
had its home and origin in France, founded schools and academies. At
length that Black Prince of the Enlightenment, the Emperor Napoleon I,
in France itself, established a legal, educational, and professional struc-
ture for the country which crystallised and routinised the seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century practice.

From Galileo to Darwin, then, European science participated in, and
even led, the general development of a triumphant and glorious secular
culture, its rationalism animated by a glowing faith in reason, its material-
ism made endurable by a strongly felt esthetic, its potentially corroding
individualism checked and channelled by an emergent nationalism, by
strong state power, and the sense of participation internationally in
a developing bourgeois culture, replacing the universal aristocratic and
ecclesiastical culture of Catholic Christianity. In this cultural climate the
Protestant sects — Lutheran, Calvinist, Puritan, Baptist, and even the
national churches that had broken with Rome — flourished. But the back
of ecclesiastical domination of thought, science, and the fine arts had been
broken by Luther’s revolt and Henry VIII's bullying, and by the wars of
religion in the Netherlands, France, and the German states. Theology
was no longer the queen of the sciences. Catholicism was no longer
Europe’s state religion. Despite the emphatic personal ethics of its
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century founders, and the persistence of such
an ethic far into the nineteenth century, Protestantism was in fact a much
weaker form of social control than Catholicism had been. By the nine-
teenth century, the scientist, the political economist, the politician and
the businessman had replaced the courtier and the priest.

From the viewpoint of industrial history, it is not clear that European
science until the middle of the nineteenth century was of much practical
value. Industrial technology, and agricultural technology too, developed
by ‘tinkering’, i.e. by rather random experimentation aimed at some useful
object. The details of the process are considered in the next section, where
it becomes evident that the accumulation of various series of such efforts,
produced at length the climax of interaction that we call the Industrial
Revolution. The scientific investigation of nature proceeded along
somewhat different lines. Yet parallelisms or interconnections between
technological and scientific progress may be observed. For one thing, it
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seems quite apparent that much the same attitudes of mind motivated
and guided both processes. A rational faith in the orderliness and pre-
dictability of physical processes and the stability of physical materials was
combined with a refusal to accept any evidences of this faith except those
offered by direct observation and material demonstration — a rejection of
authority and of history, of all that could not be personally and individ-
ually seen, communicated, and made available to be confirmed by others.
The difference between scientists and practical men before the nineteenth
century lay in the scientists’ effort to generalise their results with the
instrument of mathematics, so as to produce ‘laws’ of nature. Where
technological change stopped with the development of a useful device,
process or material, going on only to employ it in further uses or in other
inventions, the effort of scientists was to produce a general statement
which would state the enduring relationship, preferably with a formula
showing the magnitudes of the quantities and effects involved.

Given the similarities in the basic animating attitudes, it is no accident
that both ‘pure’ science and applied technology experienced a lift in the
intellectual climate of the centuries in which protestantism and capitalism
grew, and a culture of rational humanism spread out from Italy over
western and northern Europe. Nor is it an accident that the branch of
science and technology which was first to yield up its secrets to the curiosity
and contrivances of men in these centuries was that in which natural
forces and materials are most ostentatiously displayed to the naked eye:
the science and art of mechanics. By the eighteenth century, both the
science and the art were well advanced, and one can then see forming
between the two, the profession so important for nineteenth-century
development, the mechanical engineer, acquainted with scientific prin-
ciples, possessed of an adequate knowledge of mathematics, concerned
with the exact and quantitative statement of a phenomenon or relation-
ship, and interested in relating this knowledge and technique to the
improvement of the useful arts, of machinery construction, bridge-build-
ing, road-building, mining, navigation. The development of such a pro-
fession requires that both the science and the technology in a field be at
a certain point of development, each having arrived there separately to
a degree and by empirical methods, a point which makes it possible to
relate theory and practice in a stream of systematic improvements. But
to say that this relationship could occur, first in mechanics, then in
hydraulics (a branch of mechanics), then - beginning in the mid-nine-
teenth century in chemistry, finally in electricity, and the life sciences ~ is
not to argue of either scientific progress or of technological change that
one was the cause of the other. Bits of interconnection can of course be
found. The devices and materials developed in industry were available
for scientific experimentation, and the demands of scientists had a stimu-
lating effect on the development of measuring, timekeeping, and other
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instrumental equipment. But relative to industrial markets generally, the
demands of scientists were but one of many luxury demands of individuals
and the state — fine tapestries, firearms, china — which a developing body
of industrial crafts could serve. By and large, in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries science and technology grew up together like twins
in a family out of a common culture which had deep-hidden social and
socio-psychological, and ideological, origins.

The Industrial Revolution: technological aspects

The brilliant mercantile expansion of northern Europe in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries was accompanied by a measure of technical
change. Europe was here involved in a complex social process in which
three aspects were of predominant importance: mentality, scale and
feedbacks. Of the mentality we have already spoken: an inquisitiveness
about nature and a greedy desire to improve on her workings for practical
ends. The scale depended partly on the diffusion of these attitudes and the
links of communication between inventors and producers at points as
distant as Italy and England, Sweden and Spain. With the economic and
industrial awakening of northern Europe after 1550, a sharp increase had
occurred in the area and in the population over which trade and the
exchange of ideas and devices of technology were diffused. The growth
in intra-European trade, plus the small but marginally very significant
links with the nascent overseas empires in the Indies, the African coast
and the Americas, meant a growth in market size which had many eco-
nomic and productivity-raising effects. These depended largely on the
spreading of fixed costs in the tangible and intangible social capital of
which the new nation states could avail themselves. Rivers, harbours,
shipyards, dock facilities became more crowded and more fully used.
Knowledge of ship construction, the shipping lanes, and navigation
became more widely spread and shared. As shipping routes became more
complex, with numerous burgeoning ports of call, waste space and empty
return hauls diminished.! The states grew strong enough to war on each
other, which was a waste, but also to suppress internal tolls, bandits
and marauders on land and sea, and to establish that chief public good
of the modern state, internal peace and order, so as to permit the easy
development of commercial practices, and laws of property and contract,
enforced by the king's courts.2 The growth of navies made possible the
convoying of unarmed merchant ships, and the use for cargo of the space
previously taken up by guns and fighting men. As such extensions of

1 D. C. North, ‘Sources of Productivity Change in Ocean Shipping’, Journal of Political
Economy, 76 (1968), 45-69.

2 D. C. North and R. P. Thomas, The Rise of the Western World (London, Cambridge
University Press, 1973); W. S. Holdsworth, A History of English Law, vols. 8, 10, 11 (seventh
edn revised, London, Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1973, 1966, 1973).
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scale lowered production and transport costs, incomes rose and the
effective scale of the market was further increased. This purely economic
feedback, dependent upon the phenomenon of decreasing social costs,
was not, however, the most important effect of the expansion in the Euro-
pean economy and its interconnected commercial and industrial culture.
To understand the crucial effect on the process of technological change,
it is necessary to consider that process in a little more detail.!
Technological change, at least before the age of the research laboratory
and a developed engineering and scientific base, depended upon the
unorganised ideas and obsessions of individual inventors. These men
came from various occupations, and often were themselves tool-users,
conversant with some branch of production and observant of means of
improving it. They became characteristically seized with a specific
problem — the mechanising of stocking knitting, the casting of large pots,
the working out of a control mechanism for a clock, the smelting of iron
ore with coal — which they pursued with single-minded intent. Whether
they solved it or not was partly a matter of luck, but it was also dependent
on the ideas, materials, instruments and auxiliary devices with which
their minds and their workshops were furnished. Given that an inventor
was seized by a problem, his efforts to solve it were carried out on a stage
which was set by all that he knew, and all the equipment and materials
available at the time. At some point, in a successful invention, a moment
arrived when, after weeks or years of conscious and unconscious concern
with the solution, the combination of elements in the environment was
hit upon, by accident, even in a dream, or sometimes with conscious
design, which provided a feasible, economical solution. Following this,
a period, called by Usher the period of ‘critical revision’, occurred in
which the invention was refined, ancillary improvements were introduced,
a model was made, a patent acquired and production begun. Even here,
and in the early stages of the production process, many small inventions,
! See references cited in note 1,p. 44 above. A good bibliography on all the subjects in this
and the following section is given in David Landes’ contribution to The Cambridge Economic
History of Europe, ‘Technological Change and Development in Western Europe, 1750~
1914’, in vol. vi, part 2, H. J. Habakkuk and M. M. Postan (eds.) (London, Cambridge
University Press, 1965), extended and published separately, without bibliography, as The
Unbound Prometheus (London, Cambridge University Press, 1969). The role of science and
technology has been re-examined by A. E. Musson and Eric Robinson, Science and Tech-
nology in the Industrial Revolution (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1969) and
D. S. L. Cardwell, Turning Points in Western Technology (New York, Science History
Publications, 1972) and The Organisation of Science in England (revised edn, London,
Heinemann, 1972). The coal technology and its effects on industrial skills and locations
have been the subject of researches by J. R. Harris and his students. See J. R. Harris, ‘Skills,
Coal and British Industry in the Eighteenth Century’, History, 61 (1976), 167-82; Jennifer
Tann, ‘Fuel Saving in the Process Industries during the Industrial Revolution’, Business
History, 15 (1973), 149-59. Two other recent treatments with new materials are R. L. Hills,
Power in the Industrial Revolution (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1970) and

C. K. Hyde, Technological Change and the British Iron Industry, 1700-1870 (Princeton, New
Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1977).
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small novelties were introduced. The whole was an act of creation per-
fectly analogous to the creation of a pure work of art or of the intellect.

Now the function of the environment in this process was to provide
the inventor both with the problem and the means and stimulus for its
solution. But the availability of such ideas and materials depended much
upon how wide was the inventor’s world and vision. The growth in the
scale of the economy, and of western European industrial society, was
a widening of this world. To provide in England, Swedish iron, or ideas
published in German books, was to offer to English inventors materials
and information which greatly facilitated their efforts. The function of
scale expansion then, apart from spreading the fixed costs of equipment,
transport, public goods and knowledge, was to increase the communica-
tion of such ideas and the availability of such materials and equipment.
Across western Europe, in all the industrial areas, a race of inventors
appeared in the wake of the industrial and commercial expansion. But
it required a particular intensity of economic life, a rather strong con-
centration of industrial opportunity, a rather close-knit nexus of com-
munication to produce a flowering of inventive activity. The combination
of attitudes, ideas, knowledge, ambitions, commercial opportunity and
the protective institutions of property and patent rights —all this was
required to coax out invention and then, once it was begun, to give it
its head.

Hence it was that ‘the’ Industrial Revolution occurred not in the old
industrial areas of the Continent, in royal factories, or towns dominated
by princes or the remains of guilds - but in England where trade expansion,
capitalist institutions, a pragmatic view of the world, and a social struc-
ture that gave common tradesmen and mechanics appreciable freedom,
were all simultaneously present and on an adequate scale. The Nether-
lands, a closely analogous case in many respects, could not furnish so
large an internal market or so broad a base in industry and industrial
resources. England, on the other hand, which had shared but not domi-
nated the European expansion in scientific knowledge, maintaining her
connection with the intellectual sources of invention, offered a commercial
climate in which the activity could flourish.

Given this locus for inventions, it is of interest to examine their specific
interconnections. Figure 1 divides inventions into three groups: the
production of materials, the generation of power from inanimate sources,
and the transmission of power — its ‘harnessing’ to move the right part,
at the right speed, in the right direction. These branches of technology in
the eighteenth century existed in what may seem by some retrospective
standard to have been uneven states of development. The third, being
mainly the province of mechanical technology, was the most advanced.
Using parts made of wood or of iron, employing the power of animals
(including men), of gravity, generally with the medium of falling or mov-
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Fig. 1. The Industrial Revolution: sequence and technical interconnections,
1750-1850.

ing water, or of the wind, a body of equipment had developed since
antiquity, which under the inducements of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries had acquired considerable sophistication. Until the middle of
the nineteenth century, it was these mechanisms which showed the
greatest development. Most of the industrial revolution was the exten-
sion of machinery — now built of iron —into new types of operations
and new branches of manufacture and agriculture. Underlying the whole
development of the mechanical side was the elaboration of machine tools
and the development of a profession of mechanical engineering whose
calculations could improve design and efficiency. The mechanical inven-
tions of the period 1760-1850 make a very long list indeed, and developed
partly out of one another, employing parts, devices, or ideas to produce
a widening array of products.

Alongside these inventions, the other two branches of technology have
only two major changes to offer: in materials production, the improve-
ment and cheapening of iron through smelting, refining, and further
working; and in power generation, the development of the steam engine,
itself largely a mechanical invention except for the novel power source
employed. The important improvements in the water-wheel came largely
as the result of careful application of principles of mechanical and
hydraulic engineering to an old device. It may be thought a convenient
formulation to call these ‘enabling inventions’, which occurred at just
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the time and to just the degree to permit the mechanical industrial
revolution to flourish.

It would take a long book to begin to specify all the interconnections
among the mechanical inventions. The story of Watt’s dependence on
Wilkinson’s boring machine to give him cylinders machined to a fine
enough tolerance is but one example. Through the mass of technical
interrelations an evolving body of machine technology was initiated. Its
creation required a number of economic, social and intellectual condi-
tions, notably: (1) a moderately large and well-organised market sufficient
to make invention profitable; (2) within that market, some bottlenecks
focussing attention on specific points in the technical processes of manu-
facture, offering rewards for the solution to specific technical problems;
(3) a body of skilled mechanics, tool-users and ingenious practical men
who kept in touch with one another and with manufacturers; (4) means
of finance at least at the very modest levels required in this sort of research
and development; (5) an absence of interference or excessive direction
or planning from a central authority, whether the state or the money
market. In these circumstances, invention could become a kind of folk
activity, done repeatedly, on very small scale, by very many different
operators. An attack of this kind on the secrets of nature is sometimes
called a ‘shotgun approach’ - the firing of many small missiles at the target.
Obviously such a process entails great individual loss, many bankruptcies
and much suffering. In the absence of full knowledge of the underlying
science, no other way of guiding invention was possible.

Given this social technique of invention, it was certainly no accident
that mechanical invention flourished while subtler forms and problems of
technology — in chemistry or physics, animal breeding or the plant sciences
for example - lay untouched. Most of its basic knowledge goes back to
Aristotle and Archimedes and the development of mechanisms for specific
tasks was not a matter of research but of contrivance. Ingenuity and
imagination were required, but the instrument of observation was the
naked eye and, unlike the case in agricultural sciences, the success or
failure of an experiment could be immediately known. No historian of
technology has yet arrayed discoveries in various branches in order of
their inherent difficulty, or in relation to the capital equipment in instru-
ments, scientific knowledge, and experience required to bring them to
light. Yet such an investigation must underlie the understanding of why
modern technology developed in the forms and sequences that in fact it
did.

The fact that mechanical inventions came first, employing iron and
moved by waterpower or by the steam engine using wood or coal is,
however, a fact of vast significance for modern industrial history. Its
significance for the development of the organisational form of modern
industry — the factory — built around a central power source is con-
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sidered in the next section. Equally important was the way it reinforced,
almost as if by design, the commercial supremacy of England for the
hundred years after 1770. The technology of coal and iron was, by
modern standards, a crude and simple technology which favoured,
locationally speaking, areas well-endowed with those minerals. Such
accidents happen in economic history where the effects of resources, tech-
niques, and commercial culture are so closely intertwined. How different
might the picture of industrial location in the nineteenth century have
been had not coal, but oil, been the first prime industrial fuel, and water-
power or water vapour figured less prominently! The large coal and ore
resources conveniently located near water transport in Great Britain set
the seal, as it were, on the predominance that Britain’s commercial
expansion had already initiated. Other coal and iron areas at that period
of history had generally one raw material or the other, but not both,
or were themselves remote from intense commercial activity, and British
capital was not yet moving out to such locations with the vigour and
abundance that appeared in its worldwide expansion after 1850. Other
strongly commercial areas, the Netherlands or later New England, did
not overlie, in close contact, the extensive subsoil deposits that could
create a local mining industry. In Britain, both parts of the puzzle fell
into place and a complex industrial development suffered no check from
any direction. But while this was true, it was also the case that Britain
really held no secrets in the minds and equipment of her inventors which
others could not readily copy. If the Industrial Revolution was built on
a combination of aggressiveness and physical advantage, there might
come a time when others who had or could acquire similar endowment
could adopt the attitudes that produced so exciting a result. The British
development was like the growth of a tropical forest in a favourable
climate and on the soil of a shallow technology which proved exceedingly
fertile for a short space of historical time. As technology advanced in
step with a developing body of science and scientific techniques of gaining
more knowledge, its roots went deeper, its variety became richer, and
its applications in the world’s areas came to depend less on climate,
harbours and mineral wealth at home, and more upon the adaptability to
local conditions that a profound knowledge of the ways of nature would
permit.

As the Pandora’s box of modern technical knowledge was opened, the
creatures which lay on top swarmed out first. And the situation was made
the more complicated by the fact of not one, but two Pandora’s boxes -
one labelled Technology and one labelled Science. It is not fair to British
science to suppose that because inventions poured out of the Technology
box in such profusion, the Science box lay unopened. But in fact for
British technology the commercial opportunities in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries were so rich that the mass of inventions of
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immediate practicality darkened the sun. Like rich lumps of ore lying
on the surface of a deep deposit, the mechanical inventions, involving
simply the physical relations of one piece of visible matter to another, lay
open, shiny and attractive, available at the cost of a little ingenuity and
cleverness. What lay below the external appearance of matter, what
forces bound it together, even giving it life, could not be known and
worked for the practical power it gave over nature until the Science box
had been opened for several generations. A science of mechanics could be
developed in the eighteenth century, and a mechanical conception of
nature, originating in the study of celestial mechanics, could take hold
of men’s imaginations at the same time that mechanical technology could
proliferate in practical uses. As the profession of mechanical engineer
developed, the science could even be of use in the art of invention, par-
ticularly in perfecting its details and increasing its efficiency. And purely
empirical research could go a long way towards harnessing even forces
as remote and dangerous as electricity or the chemical processes of
metallurgy or the explosive power of gunpowder or combustible vapours.
But as the mechanical technology presupposed a certain level of familiarity
with mechanics, these later technological developments came about in
the presence of an advancing science already looking into their essential
nature and causes. The growth of that sort of knowledge in turn required
experience with, and improvements on, the methods, instruments, and
language of science itself.

The Industrial Revolution: organisational aspects

The path of mechanisation and its attendant industrial change through
the industries and regions of western Europe is sketched briefly in the
final section of this essay. Before discussing the spread of the technology,
however, it is important to specify more exactly the old and the novel
elements in the socio-economic organisation which surrounded, permitted,
and even stimulated it, and ultimately were so strongly shaped by it.
Changes in the status and condition of the working class were the most
sensational social effects of the new industrial forms and techniques.
A subtle analogy exists, however, between the balance of liberty and
authoerity in labour organisation and similar balances in capital markets
and in the social and intellectual history more generally.

In all respects English society appears to have been freer, more fluid,
closer to an ideal market economy, even in the eighteenth century, than
were the kingdoms of continental Europe. Much erosion of medieval
and even of mercantilist restrictions and conceptions had occurred with
the development of trade and the trading class. The almost purely capitali-
stic form on which English trade was conducted and financed promoted
the diffusion of a money economy and market relationships and motiva-
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tions from international commodity markets into the markets for capital,
technology and labour. The wide extension of the putting-out system —
the creation of mercantile enterprise — gave entrée for capital into indus-
trial processes, but it was not wholly responsible for the revolutionary
result. Putting-out existed on the Continent, too, without leading readily
into a dynamic process of technical change. But the fact that some mobility
of capital, ideas and labour was good does not imply that more would
have been better. English society of the late eighteenth century must have
contained a balance of mobility and rigidity, of fluidity and ‘lumpiness’,
of freedom and authority very nearly optimal for economic growth in
that stage of technology and markets. To make this point more explicitly,
we must consider the function played by monopoly and immobilities in
productive factors in three areas: the generation of technology, the
accumulation of capital, and the organisation of the labour force.

Technological change.* In a competitive economy organised by small-
scale producers, the generation of new techniques is both stimulated and
directed by economic circumstance. If a new product or new process
can be devised and temporarily or permanently monopolised by a pro-
ducer, monopoly profit can be derived from it. The incentive to innovate
should be high, particularly if the market is wide, but not so wide as to
make its monopolisation wholly beyond the reach of any single producer
who can obtain a modest cost or sales advantage by an invention. Or
in a competitive industry producers may be threatened with the narrowing
of profit margins, or even with bankruptcy by sudden external develop-
ments. Competing products suddenly coming in from abroad or from
regions opened up by transport improvements, a tightening of the labour
market, or rises in raw materials costs, may produce this threat. Producers
then may feel pressure to seek for innovations, to shift out of production,
to find other sources of labour or supplies and to apply any other
available profit-maintaining or cost-reducing devices.

Innovation induced in these ways is part of competitive producers’
efforts to escape from the pressure of competition on profits by whatever
means are at hand. The effectiveness of the incentive was recognised in
England and on the Continent in the eighteenth century by the develop-
ment of patent laws, themselves a device drawn from the arsenal of state
mercantilist policy. Patents, by giving a monopoly, or property right, in
an invention, need not have a total social effect of stimulating the com-
petitive search for innovation or efficiency. The effects of royal grants of
monopoly in the seventeenth century differed little from the effects of
the guild restrictions of medieval industry. But given for a limited period

1 Some of the extensive literature on induced innovation and related topics is examined,

and many important insights given, in Nathan Rosenberg’s collected essays, Perspectives on
Technology (London, Cambridge University Press, 1976) especially chapters 4-6.
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in an atmosphere of competition, patents may offer the promise or the
illusion of encouraging invention without perpetuating monopoly. On
the whole patents appear to have added a bit to the incentive to innovate
without much encumbering the spread of knowledge. Furthermore, as
an unintended side-effect, patenting created a new product: technology,
which could be licensed or sold. It helped to professionalise the trades of
inventor and engineer and to separate invention from production, creat-
ing a specialised activity with its own organisation and rewards. This
aspect of the development did not become prominent until late in the
nineteenth century.

Now the special historical conditions under which patents and property
rights in knowledge could have an incentive effect on the creation of new
technology appear to have obtained in the hundred years from 1750 to
1850 in Great Britain. Most important in the result was the relatively
small scale of production. An industrial production derived not from the
monopolies of craft shops but in large measure from the mercantile organ-
isation of the putting-out system was animated less by the ‘instinct of
workmanship’ than by the drive for profits. Even in a monopoly, if a
profit-maximising spirit is preserved, the possibility of adding to profits
acts as an inducement to invention. But the atmosphere was one of
a world not of monopoly but of small competitive ventures, each seeking
to capture a bit of profit, as in a trading venture, and needing some special
place in the production structure to do so. Capital was fairly mobile
within the trades and competition was keen. How much more then must
the drive for profits have been active where profits were continually
threatened, where competition or external developments brought the
face of bankruptcy and ruin up close, pressed stark against every pro-
ducer’s window! Not monopoly, not pure competition, but the uneasy
monopoly in a competitive world offered the economic - as distinct
from a sheer intellectual - stimulus to invention.!

A rush to invention as a means to gain or maintain profits in a com-
petitive economy suggests that invention is in some sense easier to come
by than the rearrangement of capital and productive factors through
markets along different lines. Indeed this is what is meant when it is said
that invention is spurred on by the fear of loss along a given line of
production. Such loss can be felt only if productive factors are immobile,
if sunk capital or acquired skills cannot be converted or liquidated and
shifted to other use, if the supply of a factor to an individual producer is
not perfectly elastic. In order for bottlenecks in production to arise,
creating quasi-rents for some and threatening ruin for others, a degree of
factor immobility is necessary, and it must appear to producers more

! F. D. Prager, ‘A History of Intellectual Property from 1545 to 1787", Journal of the
Patent Office Society, 26 (1944), 711-60. See also the remarks in D. C. North and R. P.
Thomas, The Rise of the Western World (London, Cambridge University Press, 1973), pp.
152-6.
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nearly possible to break such bottlenecks cheaply, not by shifting factor
proportions, or moving out of the industry, but by focussing inventive
talent on some portion of the production process. Inventors must be,
in a sense, more mobile than capital or labour, if economic circumstances
as such are to produce a spur to invention. But in fact it is just this
generalisation of mechanical and inventive talent, this flexibility and
mobility that appear to have existed in eighteenth-century England and
nineteenth-century USA - perhaps even more strongly in the latter where
a ‘jack of all trades’ tradition had been stimulated by the conditions of
the frontier.

The scale on which inventive activity occurs and the openness of lines
of communication among inventors and between them and producers is
also an important feature. Large-scale organisation, with good communi-
cations, makes for specialised activity which narrows an inventor’s
focus, but a large economy also provides a mass of industry over which
inventive talent can work. Were the market to reign supreme, without
other means of communication or other incentive to inventors, specialisa-
tion might become too narrow and invention too closely directed to specific
ends. The inventor must see beyond the end of his nose, or of a profit and
loss account. Were the market not to exist at all, an inventive culture
might intercommunicate, but the spurs and the signals to move and direct
useful activity would be absent. Here, as at so many other points, an
appropriate mix of market and non-market organisation and motivation
appears to have been required for economic and industrial growth,

The incentive effect, as just described, is supplemented in modern
technical change by another effect of economic circumstances, called by
Rosenberg, ‘focussing’, — the steering of an inventor, or a group of
inventors in an industry, toward a specific problem. In what has been
said above there is no clear reason why the economy should cause inven-
tion to focus on one problem rather than another. Invention may be
induced in response to external circumstance but in general not located or
focussed by changed economic conditions. If labour grows expensive,
there is no particular reason for producers looking for labour-saving
techniques, rather than some other sources of savings. The structure of
production and technology should adjust where it is weakest, i.e. where
factors are most mobile or where technical changes are closest to the
horizon. However, the small-scale competitive firms of eighteenth-
century England utilised rigid and rather narrow techniques. If costs in
a process rose, the option was not open to reduce costs in other firms or
branches of production; the process itself had to be adjusted or the trade
abandoned by the producer. In coke smelting, for instance, a rise in the
price of charcoal might in theory have caused capital to move elsewhere.
But in the smelting firms, it may plausibly also have focussed inventive
activity on efforts to find a substitute fuel. A rise in the price of yarn,
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derived from increased demands of weavers using the flying shuttle in the
eighteenth century, or by suspension of English yarn imports on the
Continent in the Napoleonic wars, might have been compensated by
some shifts of workers into spinning. But it would also understandably
focus inventive activity on improving the productivity of the spinners
already at work. And if, as it happened, that was just a place where
invention was practicable, where the structure of the existing technology
was relatively easier to change, then spinning inventions would be the
result.

The mechanical technology of the eighteenth century appears to have
been particularly susceptible to such economic inducements and focus-
sing. The situation in industry indeed was not as dissimilar to that in
agriculture as has sometimes been supposed. In both sectors the skills
of workers trained in the specific trade since youth had formed the basis
of the technology. In both sectors, the excitement of market growth,
stirring the imagination of materialistic and money-minded men, en-
couraged efforts to improve existing techniques. In both cases under such
pressures the body of existing technology proved itself capable of exten-
sive improvement without undergoing striking change in fundamental
principles. In industry the improvement was accompanied by the perfect-
ing of a science of mechanics (which could later be applied to agriculture
as well); both art and science were capable of being improved by the
unaided power of the mind and the eye, by observation, thought and
contrivance, and the technology could move on within half a century to
more complex realms.

Organisation of capital and labour.® Strictly speaking, a ‘market for
technology’ did not exist before very recent decades in industrial history.
In the eighteenth century there was a market for products, and not a very
perfect market at that. But where it was active, thanks to mercantile
activities, it made its influence and excitement felt backwards into the
structure of production and even of technology. In doing so, the mixture
of market and non-market elements, of old and new motives, of pockets
of security and profit in the blowing wind of competition created an

* The loci classici for a discussion of these subjects are the famous chapters in Adam
Smith, The Wealth of Nations, book 1, chapters 1-3, and Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1,
chapters 13-15. An interesting, and provoking, recent addition to the discussion is by S. A.
Marglin, ‘What Do Bosses Do? The Origins and Functions of Hierarchy in Capitalist
Production’, Review of Radical Political Economics, 6 (1974), 60-112. On the supply of
capital to industry in the Industrial Revolution, see the essays collected by Frangois Crouzet,
with a valuable editor’s introduction: Capital in the Industrial Revolution (London, Methuen
& Co. Ltd., 1972). Management methods are discussed in Sidney Pollard, The Genesis of
Modern Management (Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1965) and
sociological aspects of labour force organisation in Neil Smelser, Social Change in the
Industrial Revolution (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1959) and the work of E. P.
Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York, Random House, 1963).
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excellent environment for rapid, simple technological change. As the
techniques were derived from production experience, so did they remain
closely entwined with industrial activity, providing a growing inventory of
tools and ideas for further development.

The situation was not greatly different with respect to the accumulation
of capital. Capital was thought of as either very short- or very long-lived.
The national wealth, when it was thought of at all, was viewed either in
the mercantilist notion of a stock of precious metal, or in Adam Smith’s
enlightened view, as land improvements and public buildings, and the
energies and skills of the population. Private capital was a merchant’s
stock in trade or a manufacturer’s inventory of materials and goods in
process or a fund of money to be turned over in trade or through wage
payments in the somewhat more lengthy processes of manufacture. As
in the case of technology, there was not so much a market for capital
as a responsiveness on the part of capital to market facts and oppor-
tunities. The liquidity which a primitive capital market afforded, and the
communication of knowledge of investment opportunities encouraged
saving and directed capital into profitable uses. But most of the industrial
capital in England appears to have derived from industrial operations;
indeed in early firms the distinction between capital and income, or capital
expenditures and current expenses, was not made at all clearly. Such
a situation was conducive to industrial saving, and to reinvestment at
points where a hard-headed entrepreneur could see prospects of a sizeable
gain. Money and credit, and even mercantile banks, were essential to
keep the system running, but one may wonder whether a sensitive market
for industrial capital would have improved the rate of accumulation or
the direction of its investment. As it was, with each firm depending largely
on its own resources the incentive to save was high, and the investment
was made by those with best knowledge of the opportunity. It is doubtful
whether the collection of brokers and stock-jobbers accompanying the
capital markets of the 1870s and 1880s would have either induced more
saving or known how to advise investors more wisely than the entre-
preneur-savers of the Industrial Revolution were able to do for themselves.

If the organisation of capital and enterprise in the Industrial Revolu-
tion involved no separation of ownership and control, the reverse may be
said for the organisation of labour. I do not refer here to the notorious
separation of the worker from his ‘means of production’, the tiny physical
capital of which he had availed himself under the putting-out or craft
shop systems of organisation. Within both those organisational forms,
a hierarchical organisation prevailed, based on the hierarchical organisa-
tion of the family. In a shop the master controlled the labour of his
family and, for the length of their terms, that of journeymen and appren-
tices. Within such tiny political units, each man had his duties and station,
and no doubt customary rights and obligations assumed the form of
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informal law, just as had occurred on manorial estates on a larger scale.
Similarly also in rural domestic industry, a man commanded the labour
of his wife and children, subject to all the sanctions which through proxi-
mity and affection they could inflict upon him. Nor is it clear that the
position of women was distinctly inferior to that of men in the peasant
or peasant-industrial household. What distinguished the fully developed
putting-out system from these was the intimate and customary tie of the
head of the family or para-familial labour unit to the furnisher of the
materials and the market. To the degree that the merchant employer held
a regional monopoly over ‘his’ cottage workers, the latter were subject
to close bargaining whether they ‘owned’ their tools or not. Materials
could be allotted and piece rates fixed to keep labour’s share at a mini-
mum, and the difficulty of organising a group of workers established
that preponderance of bargaining power on the side of the merchant
employer which was to become so marked in the developed factory and
wage labour system.

In these conditions, the establishment of a few factories, i.e. collections
of workers or worker family-groups under one roof and subject to one
direction, may have made capitalist control of a labour force easier in the
short-run. But ultimately, as Marx first pointed out, factory organisation,
though facilitating longer hours, stricter discipline and more careful
supervision of time and materials, in the end removed the capitalist’s
great advantage over his workers: the difficulty they had in communicat-
ing with one another when they worked at dispersed locations. Instead of
coming together at church or tavern on social occasions only, under the
eye of priest or constable, the workers in a factory were thrown together
in daily, intimate, professional contact. It is little wonder that working-
men’s associations, which had led a marginal existence among appren-
tices or rural workers pushed beyond the limits of endurance, began to
grow into regular and continuing bodies as factory organisation extended
its scope. The titular loss of independence through loss of ownership of
a few tools was finally more than balanced by the gain in easy access to
the means of group solidarity, though this did not necessarily help the
workmen immediately affected.

In those trades where the advantage of a factory organisation was con-
firmed by the grouping of complex geared and belt-driven machinery
around a single power source, it was almost inevitable that the organisa-
tion would be carried out by a capitalist grouping workers at just the right
points in the machine process, supplementing the failings of the machine
by manual skills and human muscle power. The family system indeed
was preserved anachronistically within some early spinning factories, and
systems of piece rate and time rate competed with each other for domi-
nance. ‘The market’ appeared in the buying and selling of labour power
as of any other commodity, but it is equally important to note the points

68

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



INDUSTRY

into which the market did not penetrate. Labour was sold, but not by
the minute on a perfect market, subject to close calculation and instan-
taneous renegotiation. The workers could not hire capital in the same
sense that capital could hire workers; rather the hierarchical form of
family organisation was preserved and transferred here, and without
many of the protections that customary law in a small political unit gave
to family and workshop. Workers sold themselves for a space of time, in
a form of daily slavery, agreeing to do each day what job the employer
required in exchange for a wage. Such an organisation is not truly a mar-
ket organisation in the same sense as foreign exchange markets, for
example, where supplies are offered and withdrawn at a slight titillation
of the price, and negotiators change sides from supplier to demander as
quickly as a thought passes through the mind. The capitalist firm was a
political organisation in its internal structure, bound by markets at either
end.

The question is: how well was this form, derived so naturally from the
historical circumstances in which the new technology was created, adapted
to those techniques ? It is not possible to argue that the techniques them-
selves were created and adapted to the form without ignoring the imma-
nent constraints of the technology. Are we not rather in the presence again
of one of those historical coincidences without which the surprising
growth of modern industry could never have occurred? Remarkable
developments require remarkable explanations and England’s sudden
industrial development in textiles and iron was a wholly unexpected and,
in the long run, unsustainable and extraordinary event. Why then should
it appear inevitable or yield to some deterministic and holistic explanation ?

Whatever the explanation, it is possible to argue in retrospect that the
adaptation was a good one for establishing machine industry and for
ensuring its spread. The factory built around a central power source —
a water-wheel or large steam engine — possessed significant technical
economies of scale, particularly since the steam engine was never as
successful as was later the electric motor in adapting to a wide range of
capacities. The scale economies made it profitable to keep machinery in
continuous operation — particularly water-wheels during seasons when
water power was strong. (In many cases the steam engine was first used
to supplement water power in dry seasons.) It meant also attaching as
much machinery as possible to the wheel or engine once its fixed instal-
lation was accomplished, and so of producing a large volume of output.
These economies of scale were closely allied with economy of continuous
operation, particularly evident to private owners of capital who thought
in terms of turning over their stock. Whether working with his own or
borrowed money, it paid a manufacturer not to let his equipment stand
idle. But continuous operation had another aspect. While the machinery
was attached to the power source, it all moved together. Belts or specific
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machinery might be temporarily detached, but on the whole workers had
to operate with the machine and to time their motions to its requirements.
This was the principal advantage that a wage system, with an authori-
tarian organisation, held over a system in which labourers might sell not
their labour but their product as it passed from one form to another,
or might renegotiate their labour contract minute by minute, or hour by
hour. The resemblance of factory organisation to that of an army, in
which each member had to respond quickly and on command, without
knowing all the reasons why, did not escape notice. And, as in an army,
the operation of the market principle within the organisation was ren-
dered impossible, at least unnecessary, by the fact that a few men - the
managers — planned the whole operation and had no need of any inputs
from below.

It remains to ask why, if slavery on the job was the technically most
efficient status for the labourer, the freedom of the labourer off the job
appears to have been wedded so closely to nineteenth-century industrial-
ism. In Russia and in the American South, serf- or slave-operated factories
were not unknown. Their limited success makes them the exceptions that
prove the rule. The answer — that it is cheaper for an individual capitalist
to avoid responsibility for workers off the job — is not wholly satisfactory
since it confounds the individual with the social perspective. Unemployed
or ill workers had to be supported by someone, and ultimately the
capitalists would have to pay a sizeable share of the cost. The advantage
of freedom over slavery for the workers in nineteenth-century growth
appears to have lain in the value of mobility in an economy where new
industries, firms, locations and tasks were appearing every week. Where
entrepreneurs were locked in to their already adopted technique and
where capital was not nearly as liquid as it was later to become, owner-
ship of workers by masters, or even binding patriarchal relations deprived
an economy of an important element of flexibility. And, too, wherever
freedom won out over slavery the drive to individual self-advancement
could remain for workers as for entrepreneurs a strong engine of economic
growth,

In England, the peculiar mixture of markets and authority could
prevail because state controls had been relaxed to a greater degree than
on the Continent. Here again the vestiges of an earlier, more authoritarian
organisation remained, enough to preserve the regularity of life and of
expectations. It is not that the state was weak; there was no question of
who retained the monopoly of force. The central authority of the Tudor
state, indeed of the Norman kingship, was retained. The writ of the king
and the king’s courts ran into every county, and the lords lieutenant and
the state church kept watch on the vagaries of local and town government.
Below that and well integrated into it, a social structure of classes sus-
tained by a class deference derived from feudalism persisted in England
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as elsewhere in western Europe. The beginnings of a democratisation, or
even a thorough embourgeoisement of this society were still a hundred
years in the future, and a full modernisation and proletarianisation still
farther off. The difference between England and the Continent lay not
so much in the balance of central and local authority as in who controlled
that authority. Here thanks to the intrusion of a strong mercantile interest
in the struggle between king and landed aristocracy, the power of the
Renaissance and seventeenth-century monarch, so strong in France and
on a miniature scale in the German states, had been balanced by the
wealth of London and the Puritan independence of large areas of the
countryside. The Revolution of 1688 was to set the seal on a political
compromise which lasted till the Reform Act of 1832 — rather less a com-
promise than a combination of the heavy weight of a Protestant landed
interest and a Protestant merchant and banking aristocracy to establish
a limited monarchy. With things so arranged on top, and with enough
flexibility to adjust squabbles within the ascendant Whig and Tory aristo-
cracy, a government of incredible strength and toughness evolved, able to
survive and surmount financial instability and crises, massive fraud and
corruption, wars on the Continent and overseas, the loss of one empire
and the development of another, and finally to organise the conservative
forces of the Continent to the defeat of Napoleon. Little wonder that
such a structure could also almost unconsciously control and channel the
forces of a rising industrial development. No doubt its congeries of
policies and laws, a fantastic scrap basket of bits left over from feudal
and medieval restrictions, mercantilist encouragements, and responses to
the pressures of particular situations and interests, produced a less than
ideal or optimal effect on the development. One thing was clear: it was
fully capable of providing stable support for the evolving body of com-
mercial law, for the ‘rights’ of the individual property-holder, and for
domination over the labouring poor. It was not a ‘tool’ of the propertied
classes in any conscious, planned, or conspiratorial sense; had it been
s0, its evolution into full parliamentary democracy and twentieth-century
socialist industrial organisation would have been far less steady and more
bloody. But in the eighteenth century and the early nineteenth, it pro-
duced just the balance of authority and free markets that an early and
unsteady capitalistic industrial organisation required to take its first
steps toward maturity, strength and dominance. On the Continent,
developments were otherwise, as the following section will indicate.
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The spread of modern industry?

The spread of mechanical techniques through industries and through
geographical regions is a pair of processes with many common charac-
teristics. The mechanisation of a new industry required adaptation of the
power and inventions to harness power to specific operations. The spread
of a given machine technique, e.g. mechanical spinning, from one region
required interested entrepreneurs, favourable factor cost conditions,
suitable government policy, and supplies of capital and workers adapt-
able to the machine process. It too required minor inventions to adapt
the equipment to specific raw materials, markets, climate, and labour
force. The timing, speed, and form of the diffusion in both cases depended
on special technical, economic or sociological conditions of the industry
or region in question. In the competitive economy of northern Europe,
the spread of mechanisation among industries was in one sense the more
fundamental sort of diffusion since the minimum physical cost locations
of new industries were determined by cost characteristics of the new tech-
nique. Given these characteristics, the ultimate dispersion of an industry
was largely a matter of economic geography. Social and economic
differences - the availability of capital, the training and immobility of
the local labour force, the policy of the region’s government — determined
the lags, however, before the ‘natural’ economic factors and the force of
competition took effect. This was especially true where the natural loca-
tional advantage of one region over another was rather small. In textiles,
for example, differences in the location of enterprise, capital, cheap labour,
and close relations with overseas outlets could set the advantage.

! W. O. Henderson, Britain and Industrial Europe 1770-1870 (2nd edn, Leicester,
Leicester University Press, 1965) traces some of the direct lines of connection from Britain
to the Continent. Rondo Cameron’s original and well-researched book, France and the
Economic Development of Europe 1800-1914 (Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University
Press, 1961) and the monumental work of Maurice Lévy-Leboyer, Les Banques Européennes
et I'Industrialisation Internationale (Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 1964) treat the
Continental industrialisation, as does the earlier work of A. L. Dunham, The Industrial
Revolution in France 1815-1848 (New York, Exposition Press, 1955) and the essays by Jan
Craeybeckx and Claude Fohlen in Rondo Cameron (ed.), Essays in French Economic
History (Homewood, Illinois, Richard D. Irwin, Inc., 1970). To the classic textbook of J. H.
Clapham, The Economic Development of France and Germany 1815-1914 (4th edn, London,
Cambridge University Press, 1963) and David Landes’ treatment of the western European
area as a whole (see The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, vol. vi, part 2, H.J.
Habbakuk and M. M. Postan (eds.) (London, Cambridge University Press, 1965) and The
Unbound Prometheus (London, Cambridge University Press, 1969) have now been added
very good chapters in A. S. Milward and S. B. Saul, The Economic Development of Continen-
tal Europe 1780-1870(London, George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1973) and in C. M. Cipolla(ed.),
The Fontana Economic History of Europe, vol. 1v, especially chapter 1, ‘France 1700-1914’
by Claude Fohlen, and 2, ‘Germany 1700-1914’ by Knut Borchardt. The conference vol-
ume of the International Economic Association, edited by W. W. Rostow, The Economics of
Take-off into Sustained Growth (New York, St Martin’s Press, 1965) also contains a num-
ber of valuable articles on early development in various countries as well as an evaluation
of the ‘take-off” hypothesis of W. W. Rostow.
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Diffusion among industries. In an earlier section, indication was given of
the path of the Industrial Revolution among industrial processes. One
may observe certain clusterings in the history of its progress. One was the
spread of the power process from cotton-spinning through other branches
of the textile industry — to wool and linen, and after a delay to mecha-
nised weaving. Hand processes in the garment industry - e.g. shoemaking
and sewing — presented specific technical problems which yielded, one
after another between 1800 and 1850, to British and American ingenuity
and enterprise. All this development was brought on partly by the force
of economic pressures within the structure of textile and clothing produc-
tion which focussed inventive activity, and partly by the rise in the level
of technical opportunity for solving problems through improvements in
materials, machine tools and control mechanisms. The history of the
development of the sewing machine may be cited as a notable example of
the eco-technic process at work.

Beyond the ‘light’ industries - textiles, boots and shoes, machine tools,
and farm machinery — the latter developing more rapidly under favourable
market and terrain conditions in North America after 1850 ~ there lay
the engineering problems of heavier equipment in transport and power
generation. Continuous improvements in the steam engine increased its
efficiency and extended the range of capacities and pressures generated
and contained. Such improvements occurred at all the locations where
engines were used and produced, in England, Wales, Belgium, Germany —
even on the banks of the Ohio in America. The adaptation of steam to
water navigation is a classic story in the history of invention, and from
Trevithick to Stephenson, the development of locomotives, braking
mechanisms, and all the vast array of railroad inventions created the
mid-century transformation of land transportation. In stationary engines,
the first half of the nineteenth century saw the development of the water
and steam turbine in France and England through the inventions of
Fourneyron and the thorough investigation of the science of thermo-
dynamics by Carnot.?

We have seen that mechanical inventions, as they spread to various
industries and locations in northern Europe and North America, pre-
supposed a large interconnected industrial region. This was required to
ensure both adequate market size and the mass of intercommunicating
inventive activity necessary to keep economic expansion and technical
change in motion. In the eighteenth century, it appears that central
England itself was a large enough area. A striking fact about the Industrial
Revolution is the speed with which improvement extended from iron
and machinery production to the manufacture of machine tools. Machine
tools lie deep in the production processes of modern industry. To make

1 1)) S. L. Cardwell, From Watt to Clausius (Ithaca, New York, Cornell University Press,
1971).
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it worthwhile to devote efforts to improve the machines which make
machines, a large market for machinery is essential. The increase in the
productivity of machinery and in its durability when iron was used worked
in exactly the reverse direction. A market for machinery of unusual scale
must have been present to give the impetus. This is true in early nine-
teenth-century north-eastern United States, where the level of income, its
distribution, the protection afforded by distance from English competition
and (some allege) the scarcity of labour relative to capital, and of both
relative to the ambitions of the population, helped also to allow an
industry of specialised machine tool manufacture to grow quickly out of
the machine shops of the textile mills. Once developed, the machine tool
industry, employing water or steam power, improved and cheapened iron,
and better and more closely machined parts in its own equipment could
lift machine production out of the workshop of the mechanic and make
it too a factory industry. The cheapening of machinery, rather than a fall
in the rate of interest, has been largely responsible for the greater physical
capital intensity of modern processes.

In England and Belgium, the close link of machinery production to the
local iron industry cannot fail to be observed. With the possibilities of
steam-powered machinery, an engineering industry was growing up
around iron works, and the massive fuel requirements of coke smelting
and puddling brought iron works to locations at coal beds. In Britain
by 1850 most major coal beds were thus the site of iron smelting and
fabricating industries. There can be little doubt that even before the steel
inventions of the 1850s, the coal-based industrial complex was an eco-
nomic unit. Because of the saving in fuel transport costs and the further
advantages of agglomeration and communication in a concentrated area,
its products could undersell those of producers at scattered locations. By
1850 the Industrial Revolution, as a revolution in both technology and
plant and enterprise organisation, had spread from cotton-spinning to
other ‘light’ easily mechanised industries, then to the heavier industries
of transport equipment and machine production itself, the latter based
also on the improvements in the iron industry that were part of the eigh-
teenth century development. Lodged between light and heavy industries,
the machine tool companies expanded and extended the varieties and uses
of their products. As these industries, particularly those using coal and
iron, clustered around coal or ore mining areas, the typical industrial
complex of the later nineteenth century was formed. The railroad added
to the advantage of these dark and smoky districts even as it increased the
demand for their products, and the Bessemer and open-hearth processes
coming in after the 1850s ensured their stability for the half-century
following 1870, not only in Britain and Belgium, but around the coal
beds of the valleys tributary to the lower Rhine, and the upper Ohio.

One must remember that the Industrial Revolution was based on a cer-
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tain group of inventions and an accompanying organisational form,
which could not spread beyond the industries where coal, iron and machi-
nery could be introduced. In Britain in 1850 many industries and
operations were not power driven, or mechanised. The largest component
of the non-agricultural labour force in 1850 was, after all, domestic
service, and the mechanisation of the household lay beyond anyone’s
imagination. Construction, including ship-building and road-building,
was relatively untouched, similarly most food-processing operations and,
of course, agriculture. The very growth of the larger-scale industries, and
the swarming of populations to new locations gave occupation to vast
numbers of small-scale producers, and furnishers of service. Office work,
too — except for the development of the typewriter and the telephone and
telegraph after 1850 — experienced no productivity increases, and the way
was laid in all these respects not only for the perpetuation of the class of
small shopkeepers and professionals, but also for the growth of the ‘white
collar’ staff of the larger establishments. The whole society then was not
industrialised, much less proletarianised. Industry, industrial capital,
industrialists, and industrial wage workers assumed a place on the front
bench of society and politics, constituting a special ‘interest’ alongside the
interests of the mercantile community, the bankers, the professional and
white collar class and the landed interest of ancient origin. It assumed
a place beside the others, but did not crowd them off the scene.

Diffusion among regions of north-western Europe. The advances in the
cotton, iron and machinery industries between 1780 and 1840 were the
whole bases on which the English Midlands, with extensions in South
Wales and Scotland, in 1850 rested a remarkable industrial leadership
over the long-established industrial regions of the Continent. In textiles,
technical obstacles which lay in the way of mechanising operations in
flax, silk, or even wool did not obstruct the application of machinery to
cotton. England’s lead in the cotton industry then must be attributed to
her superior trading position and access to markets and to raw cotton
supplies. Possibly also, the long experience in wool made an easier transi-
tion to cotton than could be achieved by silk or linen producers. The
development of a cotton industry on the Continent had to depend initi-
ally on the importation of English machinery and a few English workmen
and plant designers — an expensive and unsatisfactory way to overtake a
foreign competitor. Still machinery was eventually applied to the branches
of textiles in which continental producers specialised and the slower
pace of development in machinery and the iron industry on the
Continent cannot be attributed to technical reasons. Clearly before 1840
the continental industrial regions — the cities with their workshops and
the rather widely separated and disconnected areas of rural industry —
lacked the intensity in industrial activity closely linked to machine shops,
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which gave British industry the critical mass necessary to a continuous
and self-reinforcing economic and industrial development. The imported
English spinning machinery at Ratingen in the Rhineland, in Normandy
along the Seine tributaries, and later in Ghent, were sparks of modernisa-
tion which did not light a fuse to set off the fireworks.

The Belgian case is the exception on the Continent which proves the
point at issue here.! In Flanders the dense textile industrial district lay
close to a large foreign market and to the iron- and coal-based industry of
Liége and the Belgian coalfield. Even under Napoleon, industrial develop-
ment began, when the area was joined with the Dutch provinces in 1815,
overseas markets were opened and access given to Dutch capital. The
Dutch areas themselves failed to industrialise — possibly because of
a history and social structure based solely on commerce, possibly also
because of lack of cheap coal. Instead, the Dutch king invested in the
Belgian areas which lay under his government between 1815 and 1830,
and a little borrowing of workmen and machinery from England developed
mechanised spinning and a domestic machinery industry. By 1850 -
twenty years after the separation from Dutch rule, the Belgian Nether-
lands had become the world’s second coal-based industrial district in
which the light and heavy industries of the Industrial Revolution were
joined.

The persistence of traditional and typically ‘early modern’ barriers to
industrialisation on the Continent is shown best in France. The Revolu-
tion had swept away the remains of feudal forms - feudal land tenures and
the power of the guilds in cities. It had not destroyed, indeed it had confir-
med, governmental centralisation and mercantilist policies of the state.
The revolutionary governments and Napoleon had strengthened the state
much as Louis XIV had done, though more intelligently, and much was
provided for the new (and not so new) commercial and industrial bour-
geoisie. Commercial and property law was regularised through the Code
Napoléon, scientific and technical education was extended and streng-
thened. An educated scientific and engineering élite was enlarged. The
Bank of France helped stabilise the currency and brought French public
finance up to the degree of modernity that England had achieved a hun-
dred years earlier. Modernisation and regularisation of the tax system
added greatly to the regularity with which business expectations could be
pursued. By reducing its personal and arbitrary character, the post-
Revolutionary government helped to create a climate of reduced uncer-
tainty for mercantile and business interests.

The regimes from Napoleon I to Napoleon IIT offered also many direct

! To the references cited in note 1, p. 72 above including an excellent chapter in Rondo
Cameron’s France and the Economic Development of Europe 1800-1914 (Princeton, New
Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1961) may be added a recent treatment of the Belgian

‘case’ by Joel Mokyr, Industrialization in the Low Countries 1795-1850 (New Haven,
Connecticut, Yale University Press, 1976).
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opportunities to business enterprise. Interruption of trade with England
from 1790 to 1815 reserved the Continental market to Continental — and
largely to French or Belgian — producers. The inflation and the wars
themselves offered the usual opportunity for short-term and individual
gains. Enough venality was present, enough luxury demand, enough
waste to nourish the greediest entrepreneur. Yet for all that, one cannot
speak of any French government until the parliamentary democracy of
the Third Republic, as an oligarchy like that in seventeenth-century
Netherlands or eighteenth-century England. The peasantry, the church,
the remaining aristocracy, the army, the bureaucracy — all were too strong
to furnish a clear climate for modern capitalism. If the balance in England
by 1780 was about right to allow an eco-technic, industrial revolution to
proceed, the balance lay in France a bit too strongly on the side of what
Marxists call pre-industrial economic formations. Much is made in history
books of England’s political gradualism, in contrast to France’s recurrent
revolutions. But in economic modernisation, it was in France that
gradualism prevailed. Napoleonic government and its successors under
the Restoration and the July Monarchy maintained a stance which com-
bined liberalisation, protection, and paternalism until more classic liberal
policies were introduced. By that time, industrialisation had developed
into something different from what it had been seventy years earlier, and
what France had preserved of the older forms and values — the system of
technical education, the aristocratic spirit of scientific research, the
balance between population growth and her own food supplies — began
to pay off.! The nation then could lay the base for continued economic
progress as a national unit, even up to the present day, through all the
devastations of war and political and moral catastrophe.

The situation in the scattered German textile and metal-working
regions of the eighteenth century was not greatly different from that in
France.? But they lacked two developments that English and French
regions had experienced: incorporation in a national state, and within it,
a political revolution. Even by 1700, the physical depredations of the
Thirty Years War had been repaired, but within the notoriously numerous
political districts, a mixed medieval and Renaissance political economy
survived and flourished. The states were not inactive in efforts to advance

! French technical education is interestingly treated in F. B. Artz, The Development of
Technical Education in France 1500-1850 (Cambridge, Massachusetts, The M.LT. Press,
1966). A recent dissertation by Bernard Gustin, ‘“The German Chemical Profession: 1824~
1867 (Department of Sociology, University of Chicago, 1975) throws needed light on
German chemical training and research before Liebig, and the role of the apothecaries in the
development.

% See the articles by Herbert Kisch in note 1, p. 43 above and also Gerhard Adelmann,
‘Structural Change in the Rhenish Linen and Cotton Trades at the Outset of Industrializa-
tion” in Frangois Crouzet, W. H. Chaloner and W. M. Stern (eds.), Essays in European
Economic History 1780-1914 (London, Edward Arnold Ltd., 1966). On metailurgy, see

N. J. G. Pounds and W. N. Parker, Coal and Steel in Western Europe (Bloomington, Indiana,
Indiana University Press, 1957).
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industry; they encouraged it by all the best principles of mercantilist
economic policy. Nor was there any lack of skill or enterprise in many
areas; we have seen earlier how extensive was the diffusion of the
Renaissance technology in the south, central and western German states.
Rhine merchants and bankers were active throughout the whole period
before 1850, and in south-west Germany, the activity and ambitions of
apothecaries, along with the princely sponsorship of ‘pure’ science in the
universities, laid the foundations for Germany’s later successes in chemi-
cals. The tariff history, of which so much has been written, indicates that
barriers to internal trade were overcome, but the Zollverein, too, was
a mercantilist measure pursued from political motives, not only on the
part of Prussia but also of the petty princes who hoped, in typically
seventeenth-century fashion, to increase net revenues from a source
outside the control of assembiies and nobility. Even after the industriali-
sation got under way in the Prussian territories and in the Empire, no
one would ever have mistaken the Imperial German government for
a businessman’s state.

By 1850 what was lacking in both Germany and France in 1800 had
been partially supplied. The social and political basis for modern capita-
listic industry had inched its way toward a condition which could tolerate
capitalist expansion without the continual drag of medieval or mercantilist
restrictions or the unexpected and disrupting assertions of authority of
divine right monarchs and their bureaucracies. Then between 1850 and
1870 two decades of classical liberal policies in both France and Prussia
expanded trade, strengthened financial institutions, encouraged capital
accumulation. What had been lacking in the earlier textile industrialisa-
tion was the opportunity to make the link with the iron industries, and
this the railroad had only partly supplied. But the social and physical
elements in modern industry were present — the intangible social capital
of laws, skilled mechanics and engineers, educational institutions, a still
disciplined labour force, and the physical capital of transport improve-
ments. As contact between regions improved, the disadvantages of the
small- and scattered-scale of the earlier textile and light machinery
industries began to be overcome.

Into this atmosphere in the 1860s came as a supplement and substitute
for wide geographical scale, the opportunity for heavy industry localisa-
tion. Through the accidents of politics north-western Europe’s coal was
distributed in bits across all of the major north-western countries. It had
long been known and mined in spots — in the Saar, in the Liége region,
and at a few shallow diggings in France. With the opportunity opened by
market growth and the steel inventions of the 1860s, the clustering
around these deposits began to take shape, and the immense industrial
strength of the Franco-German—Belgian area began to make itself felt.

The development of coal, steel, chemicals and electricity on the
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Continent belongs to the history of the latter part of the nineteenth
century. It would take another chapter, or another book, to fill it in. It
exhibits similarities in form and timing to the American development
south of the Great Lakes, between Chicago and Pittsburgh in these same
decades. But European industrial history prior to 1850 shows that it
grew up on an industrial base very different from that of both England
and the USA. Unlike the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
developments in England, continental industrialisation after 1850 was
not based simply on the scale economies of wide textile markets, and the
accompaniment of a mechanical engineering technology. That was a com-
bination which the continental locations, for reasons of economic and
social organisation in the late eighteenth century, had not been able to
achieve. But at length after half a century of sporadic, artificial and pale
imitations of British technology, continental industry hit upon a rich
vein which its own tools and traditions were able to mine. In the tech-
nology of coal-based chemistry, in metallurgy scientifically developed, and
in inventions leading into the lighter but even more science-based industry
of the twentieth century, the Continent’s long industrial traditions and its
institutions of pure scientific research and of applied training could at
last come into their own. With the concentration of activity around coal-
fields, the industrial strength was developed which, by permitting further
developments away from coalfields, could lead continental industry into
its upsurge after the calamities of the 1940s.

This essay develops ideas offered in lectures to graduate economics students at Yale
University over a number of years, and exposed also at seminars at European and
American universities since 1972. I wish to express thanks to many participants in
those seminars for useful comments, and in particular to Richard Levin, Jan De
Vries, Harry Miskimin and Quentin Skinner for reading and commenting on the
manuscript. I am especially indebted to Peter Mathias, Eric Jones and Peter Burke
for initial encouragement, even though they may, like St Peter, wish now to deny it
thrice before the cock crows. The work could in any case not have been brought into
this form without a generous grant from the Concilium on International and Area
Studies and the Department of Economics at Yale, and the diligent and informed
research assistance of Laurie Nussdorfer.

My debts to the authors in the field are only imperfectly acknowledged in the
footnotes, but will be evident to anyone acquainted with some of the literature,
including, I trust, the authors themselves. The footnotes indeed are intended not as
source references or elaborations of the text, but as suggestions for further reading,
primarily in English-language sources. A full bibliography of the main writings
published in English, French, German and Italian since the publication of the major
bibliographies of David Landes, Cambridge Economic History of Europe, vol. vi,
part 2 (1965) and Maurice Lévy-Leboyer, Les Banques Européennes et I Industrialisa-
tion Internationale (1964) is in preparation. I regret that I have been excluded from
writings in Dutch and Swedish by ‘ignorance, pure ignorance’.
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CHAPTER 1V

POPULATION

BEFORE AND AFTER

ET us first take a look at the birth and death columns which appear
L regularly in our newspapers: most of the announcements are to do
with elderly people; there are some deaths of young adults or
children, of course, usually the victims of accidents, but the typical
announcement is that of the funeral of a widow of about 80, attended by
two of her children and about four or five grandchildren. We have hardly
any similar evidence for the sixteenth century, with the exception of a few
family records, but by using the method of family reconstitution we could
find analogous cases. To leave behind one or two children and four or
five grandchildren, if one was lucky enough to live to 80, was not unusual.
At first sight, there seems to be little difference in the composition of
families and in the kinship relations: in the sixteenth century, as in the
twentieth, the dominant type is the nuclear family, made up of father,
mother and children. The gap between generations has not changed much
either: about twenty-five to thirty years, as a result of a relatively high age
of marriage; western Europe has never known adolescent marriage: in
India, in 1891, the average age of girls on marriage was only 124, while
in western Europe it was as high as 23.

The maximum life span has not changed much either: in the twentieth
century as in the sixteenth, this does not exceed 115 years; and the
reported cases of extreme old age owe more to the lack of official records
or to general ignorance, than to the quality of life or the progress of
medical science. :

Another biological constant: the ratio of male to female births remains
at around 105 : 100, and if it seems to have been slightly higher in the
past (109 in the seventeenth century?) this is perhaps due to an error in
measurement.

Finally, in the England of 1977, as in that of 1577, the generations
scarcely replace one another : the net reproduction rate is near to 1, and the
growth rate near to o. It is the same in almost all of north-west Europe.

Taking into account the fact that migration has decreased in recent
years, the exchange of population between nations is hardly more import-
ant today than 300 years ago. Populations are no doubt more mobile,
but within their own frontiers.

Nevertheless, the demographic situation in Europe in this last quarter
of the twentieth century is fundamentally different from the situation at
the end of the sixteenth century, before the ‘industrial revolution’.
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(1) Statistics

It must first be said that we know more than we did. Each month, informa-
tion bulletins published by the national institutes of the main countries
in Europe give so many details about population distribution, the number
of births, the fertility of women, the causes of death, etc., that it becomes
difficult to assimilate this mass of facts. Twelve demographic journals are
published in Europe alone. Finally, each year the Demographic Directory
of the United Nations presents the essential statistics about all the countries
in the world. The only countries in Europe we are not very well informed
about are the USSR and Albania, where some of the facts (causes of
death, age structure of the population, etc.) are still kept secret.

For the sixteenth century, on the contrary, we have only fragmentary
data: a register of the citizens of such-and-such a town, a tax roll for
such-and-such a village. Where a national census was made, there is
practically no trace of it left. The records of baptisms, marriages and
burials, which would have made it possible to calculate changes in the
population, were not exploited at the time. Writers who were interested
in the population of Europe were therefore reduced to guesswork. Despite
the progress made in the seventeenth century, most Western thinkers
remained convinced for more than a hundred years that the population
of the world was getting smaller every day and that ‘in a thousand years
it will be no more than a desert’ (Montesquieu, ‘Lettres Persanes’).

(2) Numbers

On 1 January 1977 Europe had 670 million inhabitants, which represents
approximately 17 per cent of the world population. At the beginning of
the sixteenth century, as far as we can tell, the population of Europe must
have been of the order of 60 or 70 millions, or 18 per cent of the world
population (66 million inhabitants in 1500 to the west of the present bor-
ders of the USSR, according to Dr Biraben).

This population was not distributed in the same way: whereas today
the record is held by the Soviet Union with 260 million inhabitants (190
millions in European Russia) followed by West Germany (62 millions),
the United Kingdom (57 millions), Italy (57 millions) and France (54
millions), it seems that in the sixteenth century the four most densely
populated countries were France, Italy, Germany and the Turkish Empire,
each with between 10 and 20 million inhabitants.

For the sixteenth century it is difficult to be so precise, but the table
that can be drawn up for the year 1750 (figure 2) gives an acceptable
picture of pre-industrial Europe: 140 million inhabitants, 30 or 35 millions
of whom were within the present frontiers of the USSR.

Inside each country, the distribution differed noticeably from that
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Fig. 2. The population of Europe (a) in 1750 and (b) in 1975. Each country is repre-
sented by a rectangle with an area proportional to its population.
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Fig. 3. Mortality relative to age groups in Sweden in 1755-63 and in 1974.
Calculated from 10,000 deaths.

of today: only 1020 per cent lived in what was called a ‘town’ at the
time, that is to say a privileged community, sometimes self-governed and
usually surrounded by ramparts. Around 1600, only thirteen towns in
Europe had a population of more than 100,000: Constantinople, Naples,
Paris, London, Adrianople, Venice, Seville, Milan, Lisbon, Rome,
Grenoble, Palermo and Prague. Today 660 European or Soviet towns
exceed this figure: there are thirty-nine agglomerations of over a million,
and three of these have more than 5 million inhabitants (Paris, London
and Moscow).

It is estimated that altogether 60 per cent of Europeans live in towns,
and about 40 per cent in large agglomerations (with more than 100,000
inhabitants).

(3) The reduction of the death rate

Figure 3 shows the age distribution at death in Sweden in 1760, and in
1974. Unfortunately we do not have any similar table for Europe in
1600, nor even for 1700, but Sweden in 1760 is probably representative of
a ‘pre-industrial’ population.

It can be seen that in 1760 it was above all the young who were dying:
out of 100 newborn babies only 78 reached their first birthday, 66 their
fifth, and 57 their twentieth. Today, on the other hand, it is above all the
elderly who die: out of 100 newborn babies, 78 reach their sixty-eighth
birthday, 66 their seventy-fourth, and 57 their seventy-seventh.
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Fig. 4. Birth rate in 1,000 French families towards 1700 and in 1970. The seven-
teenth-century birth rate was calculated from nineteen village monographs dealing
with Normandy and the lle-de-France; the twentieth-century birth rate was calcu-
lated for the whole of France from the 1968 census.

It is, then, among the younger age groups that the reduction in the
death rate has been most noticeable: to be schematic we can say that it
has dropped by # for children, by 3 for young adults and by } for
old people. The infant mortality rate was certainly higher than 200 in
1,000 in pre-industrial Europe; it has now fallen to 24; whereas for people
of 8o years of age it has been reduced to about 100 to 150 per 1,000.

We can estimate that, for the whole of Europe, the average expectation
of life has risen from 25 years to 70 years in three centuries.

(4) The reduction in the legitimate birth rate

Figure 4 shows the distribution of families according to the number of
recorded births, first of all in France in the eighteenth century, and then
in 1975. Despite quite substantial regional variation in fertility, these two
figures can stand for the whole of Europe. It can be seen that, in spite of
a high death rate which broke up many couples prematurely, the propor-
tion of large families (more than three children) was about 55 per cent
before the Industrial Revolution; it has now fallen to 14.3 per cent.
From this it may be concluded that birth control was little practised
in the past, except perhaps at the opposite ends of the social scale: in
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the world of the aristocracy and in that of prostitution. Today it is more
or less widespread.

It is obvious that the high rate of infant mortality acted as a corrective
to high fertility: the number of children who reached their twentieth
birthday was not much higher than today.

This is how the artificial resemblance between certain sixteenth-century
family structures and contemporary ones, as we have described them in
the introduction, can be explained.

All the same, if we go a little deeper we notice that these analogies can
only have been exceptional —to die at 80 or more made you quite
a phenomenon in the sixteenth century — according to Wargentin’s table
of mortality only one newborn girl in seven survived to this age; according
to the most recent Swedish table, virtually one girl in two.

Pre-industrial societies were weighed down with children much more
than our own, although the replacement of generations was hardly more
secure — in the statistics for the Vezelay élection drawn up by Maréchal
Vauban in 1698, girls under 12 years old made up 37 per cent of all
women, while in France today they represent no more than 18.5 per
cent — exactly half.

This entails two important differences in population structure. With
a much higher birth and death rate than today, traditional Europe had an
age pyramid in the shape of a Chinese hat - very wide at the base, with
concave sides. Whereas all contemporary pyramids look rather like
helmets which bulge half-way up. With more children to feed, families
were larger on the average than they are today. This was true even in less
fertile regions like Corsica.

So even in regions like England or northern France, where the great
majority of households were composed of nuclear families, the average
size of these households was equal to, or higher than, four members,
whereas today it is only three.

(5) The flattening of the curves

In pre-industrial Europe, death was at the heart of life, just as the ceme-
tery was at the heart of the village. But what made death even more
alarming was that it struck suddenly and violently. As P. Goubert puts
it, ‘For several months on end, sometimes for a year and occasionally
longer, the number of funerals would double, treble (and sometimes even
worse) in a parish, a bailliage, or in one or more provinces. A tenth or
a fifth of the population (sometimes more) would go to their graves.
People could not make proper sense of this, and attributed it to divine
anger, the punishment of accumulated sins, or the vengeance of demons . . .’

For example, in the little parish of Maumusson, where the average
number of burials had not exceeded 10.3 in the decade 1574-83, there
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Fig. 5. Age pyramid in Sweden (for 10,000 people) in 1757 and in 1972. On the left,
an example of a ‘young’ population, with a high birth rate and a high death rate. On
the right, an example of an ‘old’ population - but the effects of the ‘baby boom’
which followed the Second World War are clearly visible.

were 146 deaths registered in 1584 alone; similarly, in London, the plague
of 1665 carried off 97,306, whereas the highest total for a single year in the
previous period had been 16,665. As soon as the statistics allow us to look
at things on the national scale, we find similar results.

The flattening out of the curves of births and marriages is less notice-
able, since they continue to reflect varying economic trends; besides, the
behaviour of different populations changes more quickly than in the past.
All the same, the coefficient of variation of marriage has itself diminished:
itis only 7.8 per cent in contemporary France (1963-74), whereas it reached
9.3 per cent in France under the old regime (1763-74).

Finally, the seasonal variations themselves are less important now, at
least as far as births and marriages are concerned. In Paris, for example,
during the period 1670-83 the annual figure, measured in indices, reached
30.5 for births, 166 for marriages. The figures for the contemporary
period (1958-67) have fallen to 16 and 86.2 respectively.
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Fig. 7. The decrease in annual fluctuations. Although the population of Sweden has
increased almost five-fold between 1750 and 1975, the present number of deaths a
year is not much higher than it was in the eighteenth century. The most striking
phenomenon is the decrease in annual fluctuations. Today the worst annual figures
for deaths are only 17 per cent higher than the best ones, while the 1773 figure was
136 per cent higher than that for 1774.

(6) The convergence of demographic regimes

We have no way of measuring the birth and death rates in Europe before
the nineteenth century, but monographs on villages show important
regional variations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Infant
mortality, for example, seems to vary between 120 and 360 per 1,000; and
legitimate births to mothers in the age range 35-9 years seems to vary
fromo.215to0 0.412.

Similarly, around 1750, life expectancy reached 35.8 years in Sweden,
whereas it was only 24.8 years in France. Today, the Swedes live to an
average of 74.2 years, the French to 72.1: a difference of only 2.8 per cent.
In Albania, the least developed European country, life expectancy has
already reached 65 years. The same thing goes for infant mortality, at
least if this is measured in absolute terms.

The birth rate in all European countries is now less than 20 per 1,000
(except for Ireland and Albania); the death rate is less than 12 per 1,000
(except for East Germany, Austria and Belgium); and the infant mortality
rate is less than 50 (except for Albania, Portugal and Yugoslavia).
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Nevertheless, this similarity in demographic patterns is relatively
recent — it was preceded by a period of divergence to which I shall return.
To take up Alfred Sauvy’s metaphor, the race towards progress began by
a long bottleneck, in which the leaders were only a little ahead of the
others. As soon as the track opened up the leaders got away at top speed
while those behind stayed on the spot. At the end of the race those in
front have had to slow down and those behind have now almost caught up.

The convergence between demographic systems is clear not only for
countries, but also for regions, and for social groups: every day differen-
tial demography loses some of its importance.

One of the most interesting aspects of this state of affairs is the closing
of the gap between the two systems that once divided Europe: that of late
marriage in the West, and of adolescent marriage in the East.

Previously, the demographic equilibrium of western Europe was
assured by three laws, unwritten but deeply rooted in the social conscious-
ness:

(a) one married couple to each home

(b) no marriage without a home

(c) no babies outside marriage.

No couple could marry until a smallholding became available: young
men and girls had to find work as servants until they inherited or saved
a sum enabling them to buy a shop or a piece of land. The age for first
marriage was therefore late (27 years on average for men and 25 for
women in France), and the proportion of girls who remained unmarried
was fairly high (about 13 per cent in France in the second half of the
eighteenth century; 10.4 per cent in Sweden in 1750).

On the other hand, in eastern Europe, and in a large part of central
and southern Europe too, young couples (or at least one of them) were
willingly received into their parents’ household. These countries could
therefore practise adolescent marriage. This is why around 1900 in the
age group 20-4, 76 per cent of young Bulgarian girls, 65 per cent of
Romanian girls, and 84 per cent of Serbian girls were already married.
Only 0.8 per cent of the Bulgarians, 0.7 per cent of the Serbs and 4.7 per
cent of Russians remained old maids.

The population was nevertheless regulated after a fashion — partly by
a high mortality rate, partly by social custom (emigration of the youngest
sons) and sometimes by deliberate birth control.

Today there is a tendency towards earlier marriage in western Europe,
and towards later marriage in the East. The average age of girls marrying
for the first time in the cohort born between 1936 and 1940 was 22.7 years
in France; 22.3 years in England and Wales; and 23.4 years in Sweden;
it reached 20.7 years in Bulgaria and 22.2 years in Yugoslavia. In Ireland,
where the average age was 28 years in 1946, it had come down to 24.8
years in 1973.
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As for the proportion of unmarried women (measured in the age group
45-9), this has now dropped to 8.2 per cent in France, 7.8 per cent in
England, and 7.8 per cent again in Sweden; whereas it has risen slightly
in eastern Europe to 2.2 per cent in Bulgaria and 6.3 per cent in
Yuogslavia.

The only exception is Ireland, which, after a major crisis in the nine-
teenth century, has adopted a hyper-Malthusian demographic system
(i.e. one based on continence and late marriage). This is simply the tradi-
tional self-regulating mechanism, adapted to the circumstances. Girls
marry there at an average age of 24.8 years; 17 per cent of them remain
celibate; the proportion of illegitimate births does not exceed 3.2 per cent
and the birth rate among married women still reaches 146 per 1,000 in the
age group 35-9.

With the exception of Ireland and Albania, all the countries in Europe,
including the USSR, are engaged in a process of demographic standar-
disation.

HOW AND WHY

The system just described has sometimes been called the ‘demographic
old regime’. It is a useful expression since it reminds us that the idea of
*old regime’ is defined in relation to that of revolution. But it is a deceptive
expression - like that of ‘demographic revolution’ —in that it suggests
a complete opposition between two systems separated in time by a definite
break.

In fact, the transition has been very slow; so slow that it is no doubt
not completely finished today. Apart from biological constants, let us
remember that much of our demographic behaviour is directly inherited
from the past: for example, our attachment to the nuclear family (which
seems to be harder to get rid of than many sociologists in a hurry would
allow), and, more generally, everything which is concerned with marriage,
social phenomenon par excellence, and one which is the most effective
regulator of the birth rate even today.

This is why the expression ‘demographic transition’ seems to be better
adapted to our needs than ‘demographic revolution’. Unfortunately, a few
specialists have tended to restrict its use, taking the term ‘demographic
transition’ to mean merely the changeover from a high birth rate to
a system based on widespread birth control. In the rest of this chapter,
I shall be using this term in its wider sense, so that it includes all the
demographic changes that have happened between the seventeenth century
and our own time, whether it is a question of the birth rate, the death
rate, marriage patterns, or the structure or mobility of the population — in
short, everything I have discussed under the six headings of the first
section.

The idea of a demographic ‘old regime’ can also be criticised in so far
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. as it implies a coherent model. As we have seen, the most obvious
characteristic of traditional Europe was its diversity. Without pushing
the paradox so far as to write ‘the rule is, that there are no rules’, it is still
possible to speak in terms of the region of chance, contrasts, and acci-
dents. It is true that much the same thing applied to the political old
regime, but this idea of a political old regime is specifically French and
corresponds to a well-defined model (absolute monarchy as established
by Louis XIV) whereas the demographic old regime encompasses several
models, based on different conceptions of the family, the boundaries of
which cheerfully overran national frontiers, dividing Europe into three
or four more or less distinct cultural zones.

All the same, the idea of the old regime seems preferable to that of
‘pre-industrial populations’, since the latter expression implies that it
was the process of industrialisation that provoked the demographic
changes — a proposition that is neither proved nor possible to prove, as
we shall see later.

The stages of the transition are all the more difficult to follow because
historians have not yet managed to draw up a complete picture of the
demographic situation in Europe for the eighteenth century, let alone for
the seventeenth century, and even less for the sixteenth. We are therefore
led to believe that the earliest situation we know about went back
indefinitely, which is no doubt an illusion. In all places and at all times
there has been development, and nowhere has this development been
really linear.

We shall begin, therefore, by striking a brief balance of what we know
and do not know about demographic ‘old regimes’; we shall pause to
consider the enigmas of the ‘take off’; then, as we reach the more solid
ground of the ‘age of statistics’ we shall try to establish the timing of the
transition.

(1) The demographic old regimes: light and shade

As we have already seen, men in the sixteenth century knew very little
about population problems; to tell the truth, they did not even know what
questions to ask; the first work on demography, the Natural and Political
Observations upon the Bills of Mortality . .. of the City of London, of
Captain John Graunt did not appear till 1661.

There is little to be gleaned from the writings of the period, apart from
evidence of attitudes which might throw some light on demographic
patterns. These patterns are, moreover, little known. Several modern
specialists have examined the old parish registers. They have derived
from them annual and monthly statistics of weddings, baptisms and
burials; some clues to the average age of death or the frequency of
illegitimate births; but very few have had the courage to undertake family
reconstitution, a technique developed in France by Louis Henry, and
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Fig. 8. Births, marriages and deaths in Paris in 1670-84 (above) and 1958-67
(below). The monthly marriage rates have completely changed. The old system was
to marry above all in February and November, before the ‘closed seasons’ of Lent
and Advent. Now the peak periods for marriages coincide with holidays (Easter,
summer, Christmas). The monthly birth rate has also shifted relative to that of the
old regime. The peak has moved from February to May, meaning that the peak for
conceptions has moved from spring to summer. A reduction of intra-uterine
mortality has also occurred. As for the death rate, the monthly variations have be-
come sharper because it is virtually only the old who die now (most of all in winter),
while under the old regime there was also a high death rate for infants, above all at
the end of summer.

which alone enables us to discover the parameters of a demographic
system: the marriage rate and the legitimate birth rate. Elsewhere, a few
lists of names, a few tax records or ecclesiastical censuses, or lists of
admission to citizenship have given us some evidence on the structure of
local populations, their division by age, sex and occupation, and the
composition of families.

These studies have only really been undertaken in England, France,
Spain, Ttaly and Poland. For the rest of eastern Europe we are reduced to

92

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



POPULATION

2.000 , "

1.500
1.000 jf\
BAPTISMS
500
A [N A

UM AL A Ay [

MARRIAGES _ | ¥ NYAA A /M

v VoY

r
1 1 | ] I 1

0
Years : 1480 1490 1500 1510 1520 1530 1540 1550 1560 1570 1580 1590 1600

Fig. 9. Baptisms, burials and marriages in the Nantes region in the sixteenth century.
This graph is based on the statistics published by A. Croix. Note the rise in baptisms
in mid-century and the tremendous rise in mortality at the end of the period.

crude calculations (11 or 15 millions at the beginning of the sixteenth
century?) and to indirect evidence about demographic expansion.

Even for western Europe, the experts’ estimates vary considerably:
J. C. Russell attributes 5.5 million inhabitants to Italy at the beginning of
the sixteenth century, but C. M. Cipolla claims that there were more than
10 millions. We would be wise to keep to an approximate estimate — 60
to 80 million inhabitants in Europe in 1500.

This population bracket is in any case very low, well below that of the
fourteenth century: the Black Death, war and political troubles had taken
their toll and disturbed the bases of economic life.

There is nothing surprising, then, in the fact that the sixteenth century
was marked by demographic expansion, which was to a large extent only
a recovery. We find traces of this everywhere: in the compoix of Langue-
doc, studied by E. Le Roy Ladurie; in the surveys of the Tver district;
in the baptism and marriage statistics published by A. Croix (figure 9);
in those of the Wapentake of Morley, edited by Michael Drake, etc.

It is estimated that the population of Castile rose from 3 to 6 millions
in sixty-four years (1530-94); the population of Sicily from 600,000 to
1,100,000 in the course of a century; the population of Germany from
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12 to 20 millions; and that of the province of Holland from 275,000 to
627,000 between 1514 and 1622. For the whole of the United Provinces,
estimates vary between 1,200,000 and 1,300,000 for 1550: between
1,400,000 and 1,600,000 at the end of the century.

The expansion was uneven owing to severe crises of mortality, which
hit towns in particular and which seem due, for the most part, to a
new outbreak. In the last third of the century, the death rate ended up
higher than the birth rate, because civil and foreign wars helped to
make the situation worse and to ruin any chance of recovery. The
population remained the same or decreased, according to local conditions,
but all the same it never fell to the catastrophic levels of the fifteenth
century.

We have only an extremely incomplete picture of the demographic
system, and what we have is thanks to the works of G. Cabourdin,
L. Henry, T. H. Hollingsworth, E. A. Wrigley and some of the pupils of
M. Lachiver.

One has the impression that the age of marriage was a little lower than
it was to be in the seventeenth century (22 years for girls in the Lorraine
countryside); that pre-marital conceptions and illegitimate births were
a little more frequent; and that the birth rate amongst married women
was a little lower — but all this awaits confirmation.

For the seventeenth century, we have a little more information: kings
and their ministers began to concern themselves with the number of their
subjects, for fiscal reasons as much as military ones. They ordered censuses
which were more and more extensive, and more and more detailed. At
the same time they took an interest in registers of baptisms, marriages
and burials, and made it compulsory to preserve them. For its part, the
Catholic Church ordered its priests to register deaths as well as baptisms
and marriages, and also to keep a Liber status animarum or Book of
Souls (1614).

As far as recording population movements is concerned, the seventeenth
century took over from the sixteenth. What was new, was that people
began to exploit the sources, and to publish them: the facts about the
city of London, which had only been published spasmodically in the
sixteenth century (notably in 1578-82) appeared regularly from 1603 on,
thanks to the parish clerks. The analysis of these bills of mortality was
soon going to form the basis of the pioneer work of John Graunt.

This example was followed in France, where Colbert ordered the publi-
cation of monthly figures for population movements in the city of Paris
between 1670 and 1683); and then by some German towns (Leipzig,
Stuttgart).

The results of the censuses were kept secret for a long time: the first
publication dealt with Sicily in 1642. As for France, we had to wait for
the ‘Census of the kingdom’ published by the bookseller Saugrain (1709) -
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Table 1. Life expectancy of the British and Danish aristocracy in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

Britain Denmark
Generations , N r y

born in Males Females Males Females
1550-74 36.5 38.2 34.7 377
1575-99 35.3 38.1

1600-24 32.9 35.3 31.7 32.7
1625-49 31.2 33.2

1650-74 29.6 32.7 30.3 36.1
1675-99 329 34.2

1700~-24 34.4 36.3 34.8 36.5
1725-49 38.6 36.7

statistics which were in any case out of date by the time they reached the
public.

Given these conditions, one can only admire the relative accuracy of
the estimates of Europe’s population made for the first time in Father
Riccioli’s geography, published at Bologna in 1661 - 11 million inhabi-
tants for Italy, 9 millions for Spain and Portugal, 19~20 millions for
France; the same for Germany, Bohemia and Hungary together; 6 mil-
lions in Poland, Lithuania and Pomerania. The underestimate of the
population of the British Isles (4 millions) and of Muscovy (3 millions)
were more or less cancelled out by the overestimate of the population of
Scandinavia (8 millions) and of the Balkans (16 millions), so that one
ends up with a plausible total of 100 million Europeans. Gregory King
also settled for this figure at the end of the century. Around 1750, the total
figure was thought to be between 130 and 140 millions, of which 25
millions were attributed to France, 25 millions also to Russia, 20 millions
to Germany, about 16 millions to Italy and 12 millions to the Habsburg
Empire.

In comparison with the estimates we have put forward for the beginning
of the sixteenth century, the growth is considerable, especially in eastern
Europe. On the other hand, despite increased urbanisation, the list of
towns with over 100,000 inhabitants hardly lengthened after 1600:
Seville, Granada, Adrianople and Prague no longer feature, but nine
cities must be added to the list: Amsterdam, Vienna, Moscow, St Peters-
burg, Dublin, Madrid, Milan, Lyon and Berlin.

It does not, however, seem to be the reduction in the death rate which
explains this European expansion: as far as we can tell, life expectancy
in the seventeenth century was lower than in the sixteenth. At least this
conclusion is suggested by the studies of T. H. Hollingsworth on the
aristocracy in Britain and of H. O. Hansen on that of Denmark.

The estimate in Table 1 is concerned with a very narrow social group,
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Fig. 10. Population trends in the Paris basin, 1670-1720. This graph is based on
statistics drawn from the registers of ninety rural parishes of the Paris basin, taken
at random by the INED (National Institute for Demographic Studies) in the course
of research into the population of France between 1670 and 1829. Note that the

fluctuation in the death rate is much greater than that for marriages and
baptisms.

A major rise in the death rate, which was usually linked to an increase in grain
prices and to plagues, had an immediate effect on the rate of marriages and bap-
tisms. As soon as the crisis was over, there was a rush to get married and the popula-
tion soon rose to its former level. It is possible to see movements of ebb and flow
over a period (30 years) which more or less corresponds to a generation.

but it certainly seems to reflect the poor conditions, linked perhaps to the
‘little ice age’, which were prevalent in Europe from the end of the six-
teenth century. In any case, the death rate was rising: the parochial and
even the regional mortality curves bristle with peaks which sometimes,
but not always, correspond to a period of high grain prices (figure 10): it
was the period of subsistence crises, studied in France by J. Meuvret and
P. Goubert. It was also the period of great epidemics — in Colyton in
1645 a quarter of the population were carried off, and the community
did not recover from the blow.

Indeed, these mortality crises were severe enough, and sufficiently
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widespread, to slow down population growth altogether in part of Europe.
There were even areas whose population was reduced — this was usually
associated with large-scale international conflict: for example, the Thirty
Years War reduced the population in Germany and the Northern Wars
had the same effect around the Baltic.

Meanwhile, without much fuss, western Europe had just gained its
first victory over microbes: the plague, which had struck more and more
fiercely in the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century and had claimed
100,000 victims in London as late as 1665, virtually died out after this,
apart from an isolated outbreak in Provence in 1720. This important
victory does not seem to have happened by chance, nor as a result of
a mutation of the virus, for the plague continued to rage in eastern
Europe. The disease was defeated by the isolation of its victims and the
implementation of rigorous measures of hygiene imposed by the public
authorities.

Unfortunately, the population of Europe was slow to gather the fruits
of this great victory: at the time, other diseases, which no one thought of
fighting in the same way, took over: smallpox, typhus, dysentery. Wars
helped to spread them by provoking the movement of troops and refugees.
In France, the years 1693 and 1719 were particularly catastrophic; in
England the year 1727 was marked by a record mortality.

These losses were, however, made up each time thanks to the self-
regulating system which had gradually been established. Populations in
the West, subject to the laws of Christian morality, could draw on con-
siderable reserves. The young unmarried formed a matrimonial reserve
force whose function was to enable society to keep the number of house-
holds, that is to say, the number of basic economic units, at a more or less
constant level.

The rules regarding celibacy and marriage were never enforced so
strictly, nor so much respected by the population, as in the seventeenth
century. In France, the Catholic Counter-Reformation insisted on the
publication of the banns of marriage, reduced betrothal to a simple
formality often celebrated on the eve of the wedding ceremony, hunted
down irregular liaisons, and even preached continence within marriage.
In England, Puritanism had the same effect. If it did not get rid of trial
marriage — as the proportion of pre-marital conceptions, much higher than
in France, would suggest - it helped to reduce the number of illegitimate
births quite substantially (figure 11).

It is likely that this sexual repression, which in any case was never
totally effective, as J. L. Flandrin has shown, had repercussions on the
legitimate birth rate, which seems to have been lower in the seventeenth
century than in the first half of the eighteenth century. In any case, the
average age on first marriage continued to rise: in Colyton, where it was
already 27.2 years for men and 27 years for women between 1560 and
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1646, it rose to 27.7 years and 29.6 years respectively in the period

1647-1719.
Amongst the bourgeoisie of Geneva, it developed as follows:

Date of birth Males Females
1550-99 27.2 21.4
160049 29.1 25.6
165099 32.6 25.7

Of course, these remarks are only valid for western Europe. We still
know nothing about the demographic patterns of eastern Europe, based
no doubt on early marriage and the extended family: the only clue is a list
of inhabitants in the Serbian quarter of Belgrade for 1733-4: it included
1,356 people, of whom 384 were described as guests or foreigners. The
average size of families was 7.14; or 5.45 if guests and foreigners are
disregarded. These figures are considerably higher than those for England
(4.75 between 1574 and 1821 according to P. Laslett) and also higher than
the figures H. K. Roessingh found for the families of farmers in the
Veluwe in 1566 (6.8).

(2) The enigmas of the ‘take-off’

The growth in the European population began again in the eighteenth
century but it is very difficult to date its progress exactly, partly because
its original position is not known exactly, but especially because the
growth was not smooth: it was punctuated by severe mortality crises
which continued those of the seventeenth century and interrupted the
rhythm. Iceland suffered in this way in 1707, England in 17269, France
in 1783—4, and Scandinavia in 1772-3.

Towards 1800, Europe had about 190 million inhabitants; 45 millions
in the Russian Empire, 29 millions in France, 25 millions in Germany,
23 millions in the Habsburg Empire, 19 millions in Italy, 16 millions in the
British Isles and 12 millions in Spain. Assuming that the population did

Fig. 11. Illegitimacy ratios (percentage of registered baptisms, percentage of regis-
tered births) in England 1561-1960, by decade. From P. Laslett and K. Oosterveen,
‘Long-term Trends in Bastardy in England’ in Population Studies, 27, 2, 1973.

This graph is based on the research of the Cambridge Group (up to the decade
1801-10) and on official statistics (from 1841-50 onwards). There is little to say
about the sixteenth-century increase; it is perhaps the result of more thorough regis-
tration. On the other hand, the decline in the first half of the seventeenth century is
extremely significant; it corresponds to the rise of puritanism. Note that the level
remains low until about 1720. Afterwards it rises sharply, partly owing to the rise in
age at marriage and partly to the increased mobility of the population.
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not exceed 100-110 millions at the beginning of the century, the increase
was at least 75 per cent.

All the same, the rate of growth did not remain constant throughout
the century; it was faster and smoother in the second half of the century
than in the first. It also varied widely in different countries.

Let us confine ourselves to the period 1750-1800, for which we have
reliable statistics; especially for Scandinavia, where the figures were
collected at the time by the pastors themselves; for France, where they
have just been established by the large-scale survey of the National
Institute for Demographic Studies; and for the Netherlands, where they
were published by Slicher van Bath and his team.

For these countries, the table appears as follows (%): Finland, +96;
Norway, +37; Sweden, +32; France, +19; Denmark, + 15; Nether-
lands, + 10; Iceland, —4.

The picture is much less clear as far as other countries are concerned
Ireland probably went from 3 million inhabitants to 5.2 millions (+73
per cent); England and Wales from 6.1 millions to 9.2 millions (+ 51 per
cent); Italy from 15.5 to 19.5 millions (+ 26 per cent).

To sum up: it seems possible to distinguish two demographic patterns
within Europe: (a) those of the new countries, in which the annual growth
rate reached or exceeded 10 per 1,000. This category would include
Finland, and no doubt also Russia, Poland, Hungary and the Balkan
States. Ireland, too, must be added to this group, for rather special
reasons (the re-distribtion of small-holdings by the landlords, which
triggered off the self-regulating mechanism); (b) those of the old countries,
where the annual growth rate stayed below 5 per cent, as in Italy, France,
Spain, Denmark and the Netherlands.

Sweden and Norway, which were new countries in part, were in an
intermediate position; and the same goes for Great Britain, where
industry and commerce began to create more jobs.

It is important to note in the first place that growth was virtually
universal in Europe, and that it is completely useless to try to explain it
in national or regional terms, all the more because other parts of the
world seem to have experienced it as well.

In the second place, growth began well before 1750: in Sweden it
reached nearly 20 per cent between 1700 and 1750, despite the Great
Northern War; the population of Finland increased by 49 per cent,
Norway by 27 per cent, Italy and France by 16 per cent, etc.

Finally, the regional distribution of growth does not at all correspond
with that of industrialisation. All over the Continent, demographic
increases preceded the economic developments inaccurately known as the
‘Agricultural Revolution’ and the ‘Industrial Revolution’. It was indeed
demographic pressure that forced the peasants of Europe to cultivate the
land more intensively and to bring more land under cultivation. If food
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supplies had increased before the population did, supply would have
exceeded demand and prices would have been on the decrease, whereas
we can see a continuous increase in prices throughout Europe from 1750
onwards. Now at last the landowners made large profits, which encour-
aged them to invest, to take better care of their land, to stockpile grain,
and to put it on the market. At the other end of the social scale life
became more difficult: the poorer peasants tried to limit their purchases
by having recourse to substitutes for grain (maize, potatoes, vegetables);
they improved their gardening techniques. Agriculture made progress on
all sides as a result of demographic pressure. It was not technological
innovation which burst the constricting framework of peasant production,
but a widening range of needs which gave rise to technological innovation.

However, this development took different forms in France, England,
Ireland and in eastern Europe.

As far as France is concerned, the signs of crisis increased from 1770
onwards: the age of marriage rose again, which perhaps partly explains
the higher incidence of illegitimate births and pre-marital conceptions.
On the other hand, the birth rate within marriage decreased a little. It
has been noted that number of vagrants increased, along with the floating
population of large towns; it is quite probable that this situation contri-
buted to the unleashing of the Revolution. The same signs were evident in
Sweden until 1785.

In England, on the other hand, the development of capitalism meant
that there was work for young people; and this in turn facilitated early
marriage. Workers with a job could marry right away; those who were
not qualified no longer had to wait till the end of their apprenticeship, and
those who came from the country were no longer frustrated by the diffi-
culties of establishing themselves. Finally, improvements in the transport
system increased geographic mobility and encouraged the mixing of
social groups. D. Chambers has shown that in the Vale of Trent industrial
villages had, from the beginning of the eighteerh century, a higher
surplus of births over deaths than purely agricultural villages, and that
this difference was even more marked after 1740, thanks to a higher rate
of marriage and fertility.

In Ireland, the population, which scarcely exceeded 3 million inhabi-
tants in 1725, reached 4 millions in 1780 and 5.2 millions in 1800. Since we
have no studies based on parish registers, we are not in a position to
analyse the causes of this increase. It is difficult to believe that it can be
explained entirely in terms of the lower death rate, although changes in
diet, which had previously consisted mostly of dairy produce and potatoes,
might have had a good effect. The rate of legitimate births seems always
to have been high, and illegitimate births unusual. We are therefore led
to believe that acceleration in demographic growth must have been the
result of a reduction in the age of marriage, although this is disputed by
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M. Drake. In order to increase their income, go over to intensive agri-
culture and bring more land under cultivation, the landowners pressed
for the division of holdings, a tiny plot now being sufficient — thanks to
the potato - to feed a family. In this way, with all demographic controls
removed, Ireland moved towards catastrophe, offering a late, but tragic,
illustration of the theory Malthus formulated for the first time in 1798.

In eastern Europe, the same causes did not produce the same effects
because there were reserves of land available. The ruling classes acted in
the same way as English landlords in encouraging young people to set up
for themselves, but huge areas of land were ready for settlement. The
frontier was open to pioneers. On this edge of Europe, population growth
was at the same time the cause and the consequence of territorial
expansion.

Having said this, the mysteries of this increase remain unsolved. For
a long time historians tried to explain it in terms of technical progress,
such as advances in medicine which were thought to have overcome
disease, and advances in agronomy which provided Europeans with a
larger food supply, which in turn reduced the death rate. The controversy
was particularly animated in England. Most authors, especially G. T.
Griffiths and J. Brownlee, do indeed attribute the increase in population
to the lowering of the death rate, but from the 1950s on it began to be
doubted whether there had been much real progress in medicine and
hygiene, and this led scholars to question the drop in the death rate.
J. T. Krause went so far as to declare that this drop was quite illusory,
and due partly to the methods of registering deaths.

Today, local studies, in particular those of Chambers and Eversley,
have proved that the drop was a real one, although we have no means of
explaining it. Moreover, this agrees with what T. H. Hollingsworth had
demonstrated for the peers of the realm. Whereas in this privileged group
the average life expectancy had fallen to 29.6 years for men and 32.7 years
for women during the period 1650-74, it had risen to 38.6 and 37.7 years
respectively in the second quarter of the eighteenth century (see above,
p- 95). In the third quarter, it went to 44.5 and 45.7 years; and in the
last quarter, to 46.8 and 49 years.

We can see a movement in the same direction in Sweden, where life
expectancy for women went from 36.6 years (1751-90) to 38.4 years
(1791-1815), and also in France, where it rose from 25.7 (1740-9) to
32.1 (1790-9).

Since the increase in population seems to have been not just an English
or even a specifically European but a world-wide phenomenon, we must
reject local explanations. Unless there was a miraculous similarity in
human behaviour from one end of the globe to the other the only explana-
tion must lie in a change in the death rate, after the crisis of the seven-
teenth century. It is very disappointing for the historian to reach this
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conclusion which he cannot justify, but why did the Black Death come
to Europe in the fourteenth century and not in the thirteenth? For the
moment we have no answer to this kind of question.

(3) The timing of the transition

When we look at the curves of births and deaths for all the countries of
Europe, we can generally pick out a first downward trend around 1880,
a sudden recovery from 1945 onwards, and a new drop in 1965. This
leads us to distinguish four periods in the ‘demographic transition’: from
about 1760 to 1880 - the ‘belle époque’ of European expansion; from
1880 to 1940 — a general decline in the levels of both birth and death
rates; from 1945 to 1965 - expansion again; from 1965 to today —
towards zero growth.

(a) The ‘belle époque’ of European expansion. From 1760-1880 the popu-
lation of Europe rose from about 150 to about 330 million inhabitants,
an increase of 120 per cent. At the end of this period it represented 22 per
cent of the world population and the average density per square kilo-
metre reached 33 (figure 12).

As far as eastern Europe is concerned, we do not know enough about
the rates of growth and the first statistics about the movement of the
population did not appear until about 1860 (Romania, Serbia). As far as
we can tell, the population was multiplied by 2.5 during the period.

We find more or less the same increase in Scandinavia (Denmark,
Norway, Sweden) although the demographic system in these countries
seems to have been quite different.

The growth records seem to have been broken by England, Germany
and Finland, whose populations nearly quadrupled during these 120 years.
After these countries comes the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where we
can talk in terms of a three-fold increase.

On the other hand, the Latin countries (Italy, Spain, Portugal) only
doubled their numbers; the Netherlands, Belgium and Switzerland seem
to have been held back in their development; and as for Ireland and
France, they appear to be special cases since the former only increased by
58 per cent and the latter by 45 per cent.

The increase in the German-speaking countries is particularly remark-
able in view of the fact that these countries provided about 80 per cent of
the wave of emigrants which took about 3 million Europeans across the
Atlantic between 1841 and 1880.

The increase in the population of Europe from 1760 to 1880 is closely
linked to the decline in the death rate, especially the juvenile death rate.
It was in 1796 that Jenner developed the technique of vaccination, which
allowed man to win a second great victory over death. Although infant
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Fig. 12. Population of Europe in 1880 (compare figure 2). The population of Europe
had almost doubled since 1760. It would double again between 1880 and 1970. The
first period favoured Protestant Europe (Great Britain, Germany, Scandinavia)
while eastern and southern Europe had its turn in the second period. In 1760, Great
Britain represented only 5 per cent of the population of Europe; by 1880, its share
had increased to 9 per cent.

mortality remained high everywhere, life expectancy increased as shown
in the table on p. 105.

All the same, until about 1880 advances in medicine were not decisive:
the plague was only eliminated from eastern Europe after 1841 and from
the Balkans after 1849. Cholera took over: it appeared for the first time
in Orenburg in August 1831 and ravaged the whole of Europe, claiming
more than 100,000 victims in ¥rance. Later there were new epidemics
in 1847-9, 18514, etc.

In the last analysis, the death rate hardly seems to have gone down be-
tween 1760 and 1880, apart from infant mortality, and no doubt also that
among the higher classes of society. In the third quarter of the nineteenth
century, then, the geography of European mortality seems to have shown
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Period Males Females
England and Wales 1838-54 44.5 46.4
1871-80 47.5 52.5
France 1760-9 26.4 28.1
18209 38.3 39.3
1877-81 40.8 43.4
Sweden 17557 34.8 36.9
181640 39.5 43.6
1871-80 45.3 48.6

the same characteristics as 100 years previously, but in an even more
pronounced way: the death rate is low in Scandinavia and in north-west
Europe, but rises progressively as one moves towards the Mediterranean
and especially towards the Black Sea. This partly explains the distribution
of the population growth, roughly sketched earlier.

All the same, another factor played a decisive role - fertility. E. van de
Walle undertook to measure this for most countries in Europe between
1840 and 1960, using an index based on the general level of fertility as
compared with that of the Hutterite women. For 1880, the highest indices
were those of Hungary (0.430), Germany (0.404), and the Netherlands
(0.402), but these records would certainly have been beaten if the same
information had been available to him for Russia (0.546 in 1900), Greece
(0.491 in 1900), and the Balkans.

This fertility index is itself composed of three elements: the proportion
of married women (of fertile age), the birth rate within marriage and, in
addition, the illegitimate birth rate.

The first element favours eastern Europe, which practised early mar-
riage, as we have seen: in 1880 the proportion of married women (of
fertile age) reached 0.680 in Hungary; 0.687 in Russia in 1900, and 0.632
in Greece at the same date, whereas in western Europe it was universally
lower than 0.550 and even fell to 0.409 in Sweden. In this way, a high
marriage rate, making up for a disastrous death rate, enabled eastern
Europe to grow demographically at the same rate as Scandinavia, and to
overtake Latin Europe, but without reaching the record levels of Germany
and England. ’

From this point of view it must be noted that the Industrial Revolu-
tion, by multiplying the number of jobs available, helped to bring about
a higher marriage rate throughout western Europe, except in Sweden,
Italy and in particular Ireland (scarcely industrialised in 1880). In this way,
the proportion of married women rose from 0.375 to 0.436 in Belgium,
from 0.389 to 0.469 in the Netherlands, from 0.516 to 0.538 in France
and from 0.421 to 0.456 in Denmark, all in the space of thirty or forty
years (184050 to 1880).

On the other hand, the legitimate birth rate, also measured in comparison
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with that of the Hutterites, hardly seems to have changed before 1880,
except in France. Elsewhere, all the indices fall between 0.628 and 0.845
including those of eastern Europe; and for the states where the series
begins around 1840, we can hardly seen any change, as shown in E. van de
Walle’s indices of legitimate fertility:

1850 1880
Belgium 0.784 0.751
Denmark 0.677 0.686
Netherlands 0.831 0.831
Sweden 0.673 0.704

The only exception is France, where van de Walle’s index is only 0.515
in 1840; 0.478 in 1860; and 0.460 in 1880. France is therefore the only
country in Europe where voluntary birth control was practised syste-
matically and on a wide scale. This touch of originality, which was to have
important consequences on the balance of power in Europe (the propor-
tion of the French population in the total European population fell from
17 per cent in 1760 to 12 per cent in 1800) is no doubt linked to the
French Revolution, to the destruction of old traditions and to the gradual
victory of an individualistic moral code, but historians are far from
exhausting this subject.

In Ireland, too, events took an unusual course. We have seen that the
upheaval in economic and social conditions had multiplied the number of
holdings there from the end of the eighteenth century, and thus favoured
early marriage. This, added to a high legitimate birth rate and a moderate
death rate, provoked a real demographic explosion in 50 years: the
population went from 3,740,000 inhabitants in 1777 to 7,764,000 in 1830,
a growth rate of 108 per cent in fifty-three years (whereas England and
Wales increased by only 85 per cent between 1780 and 1830). The potato
blight, which appeared in 1845, caused a demographic catastrophe:
more than 500,000 died and 892,000 emigrated between 1851 and 1855
alone, and it had an important, lasting effect on the marriage rate: the
average age of girls at first marriage rose progressively to 30 years, and
the proportion of unmarried women to 25 per cent. In 1851 the island
had 1,623,000 fewer inhabitants than in 1841, and its population had
fallen again to 5,175,000 by 1881.

(b) The general drop in the death and birth rates (1880-1945). From 1880
onwards, the death rate fell throughout the whole of western, central and
southern Europe. We cannot make such categorical statements about
eastern Europe since the records of deaths registered at the beginning of
the period are clearly incomplete. However, it is probable that the death
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Fig. 13. The fall in infant mortality in Europe over the last 100 years. Compare
figure 5. Infant mortality scarcely declined before 1880, in some places even a little
later. The higher the original death rate, the more obvious the progress. Austria was
still losing over 25 per cent of new-born babies in 1881-5, but had declined to 81 per
thousand in 1936-40; while Ireland, which held the European record for low infant
mortality in 1861-5 (95 per thousand) had only improved to 70 per thousand in
1936—40. Today the major countries have reached similar figures.

rate fell here too, since the population growth accelerated: the annual
rate of increase of the population of Russia, which had been 1 per cent
in the middle of the nineteenth century, rose to 1.5 per cent at the begin-
ning of the twentieth. This reduction in mortality did not take effect only
amongst the newly born (figure 13) but was spread throughout the popu-
lation. The figures for life expectancy in different countries were already
beginning to converge, as was pointed out at the beginning of this
chapter. (See table on p. 108.)

The decrease in the death rate is no doubt due this time to advances in
hygiene and medicine: the work of Pasteur and of numerous other
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Period Males Females
Sweden 1871-80 45.3 48.6
1901~ 10 54.5 56.9
1936-40 64.3 66.9
France 1877-81 40.8 43.4
1908-13 48.4 52.4
1933-8 55.9 61.6
Italy 1876-87 35.1 35.5
191012 46.6 47.3
1930-2 53.8 56.0
Hungary 1900-01 40.3 39.4
1930-1 59.8 63.7
European Russia 1896-7 31.4 33.3
1926-7 41.9 46.8

scientists on microbes led to the development of asepsis and antisepsis.
The typhoid, cholera, diphtheria, tetanus and plague bacilli were identi-
fied and triumphantly defeated. Death from infection — particularly from
post-operative infection — was dramatically reduced.

All the same, this reduction did not produce all the effects we might have
expected, because the birth rate began to decline too, and the marriage
rate did not altogether make up for this. In 1930 the birth rate had fallen
below the French level of 1880 everywhere except in Ireland, in the Latin
countries and in eastern Europe (figure 14).

At first the reduction in the death rate was faster than that in the birth
rate, but then this was reversed at the beginning of the twentieth century,
so that the rate of natural growth (per 1,000 inhabitants) developed as
follows:

Period

N

Country 1876-80 1901-5 1931-5

Denmark 12.7 14.2 6.9
Norway 15.1 14.1 4.8
Sweden 12.0 14.6 2.5
Finland 14.2 12.7 5.8
Ireland 6.9 5.6 5.4
England 14.6 12.1 3.0
Scotland 14.2 12.2 5.0
France 2.9 1.8 0.8
Belgium 1.5 10.8 3.9
Romania 4.7 13.8 12.3
Germany 13.1 14.9 5.4
Switzerland 8.4 10.4 4.6
Austria 8.2 11.3 0.8
Hungary 7.0 10.8 6.6
Czechoslovakia 9. 10.1 5.8
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Fig. 14. Reduction of the legitimate birth rate in Europe 1880-1940. The indices
have been calculated by E. Van de Walle, using the fertility of Hutterite women
(who do not practice birth control) as a base. The greatest reduction was in Ger-
many, which had almost caught up with France by 1925; the birth rate continued to
fall during the crisis. By 1940 no country of northern or western Europe was
replacing its population except Ireland and the Netherlands. Southern Europe
(Italy, Spain, Portugal) and Russia (after the prohibition of abortion) came closer
to replacing themselves.

This partly explains the slowing down of growth in the population of
Europe from 1914 onwards. It is nevertheless quite remarkable that this
growth should have first of all increased at the end of the nineteenth
century and at the beginning of the twentieth, despite the almost universal
decrease in fertility —a good example of the inertia of demographic
phenomena.

In 1914 Europe had around 480 million inhabitants, including 140
millions in European Russia, which represented approximately 25 per
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cent of the world population. Since 1880 it had gained 150 million
inhabitants; the average annual growth rate had therefore slightly
exceeded 1 per cent.

During this period, however, more than 30 million Europeans had
emigrated overseas. The British had provided 8o per cent of the emigrants
until 1850, and still 50 per cent in the following period. German and
Scandinavian emigrants were next to follow, and then from 1885-90 they
came from all over Europe: from Portugal, Spain, Italy, the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, the Balkans, Poland and the Ukraine. In the year
1910 alone, more than 2 million people crossed the Atlantic.

The period 1880-1914 marked the decisive turning point in European
demography. Whereas until this time the rural population was more or
less stable throughout Europe — the towns merely absorbing the rural
surplus — the European countrysides now began to empty, adding no
doubt to the economic crisis, and the proportion of the population
living in towns rose to nearly 40 per cent, at least in western Europe.
Whereas in 1850, only forty-five European towns had more than 100,000
inhabitants, by 1900 there were 143. London was then the largest city in
the world, with 4,500,000 inhabitants, followed by Paris (2,700,000
inhabitants), Berlin (1,890,000), Vienna (1,675,000) and Moscow
(989,000).

These developments went hand in hand with a change in the occupa-
tional structures: around 1900, in the whole of north-west Europe and
even in central Europe, agriculture had ceased to be the dominant activity.
In England it now accounted for only 9 per cent of the workforce, in
Belgium for 20 per cent, in Germany for 35 per cent, and in France for
42 per cent.

Moreover, the age structures had changed considerably — the propor-
tion of ‘under twenties’ had altered as follows between 1880 and 1930.

1880 1910 1930

(%) (%) (%)
Germany 44.8 43.7 29.8 (1936)
Belgium 42.7 39.8 31.0
Austria 434 44.5 29.5 (1934)
Denmark 42.8 42.7 34.1 (1935)
France 354 33.9 304
United Kingdom 46.3 40.1 32.8
Sweden 42.5 41.0 30.8 (1935)

It is to be noted that the influence of the First World War was not
the only factor, though it contributed to the narrowing of the base of the
age pyramid in the countries involved.

This war was the immediate cause of about 13 million deaths, but the
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real losses were much higher if one takes into account the high death rate
among the civilian population, the lost births which were never entirely
replaced, and the troubles which resulted from the war: in Russia, for
example, civil war caused about 4 million deaths, and the famine that
followed, another 5 millions. In addition, the epidemic of Spanish flu
in 1918-19 killed more than a million in western Europe alone.

In these conditions, the growth of the European population was
severely restricted: in 1930, with 515 million inhabitants, Europe had
only 35 millions more than in 1914. In 1940 it had reached 540 millions,
including the European part of the Soviet Union. Out of the 25 millions
gained between 1930 and 1940 at least 11 million had been produced by
totalitarian regimes pursuing a high birth rate policy (Germany, Italy,
the USSR).

During the inter-war period emigration from Europe was considerably
reduced, despite the economic crisis and unemployment, because the
United States began to close their doors: in 1928, for example, they only -
accepted 153,000 people, which was not even 10 per cent of the record
levels before 1914.

The Second World War seemed to confirm demographic decline in
Europe: losses — including Soviet losses —- were three times as high as in
the First World War: there were probably 40 million killed, half of them
civilians. There were also large-scale and painful movements of popula-
tion, and several tens of millions of lost births, but it is difficult to draw
up a balance, since the record offices were disorganised and part of the
information, especially the Soviet losses, was kept secret. Moreover, the
recovery of the birth rate, which became evident sometimes in the middle
of the war, masked the failure to increase and makes it impossible to
calculate.

(c) The recovery and further decline (1945-76). I shall not spend long on
this period which is supposed to be better known, although its history
is not yet complete. The basic fact is the general rise in the birth rate from
1945 onwards, but sometimes a little later, as in Germany and the USSR.
It was thought at first to be just a period of recuperation like the one
following the First World War, but the trend towards a higher birth
rate continued, and even accelerated during the 1950s. The strangest
thing is that the non-combatant countries experienced a similar develop-
ment, though rather less pronounced.

The rise in the birth rate was particularly noticeable in western Europe
in the following countries : Austria, Belgium, France, Norway, the United
Kingdom and Switzerland; and in eastern Europe in Poland, Romania,
and Yugoslavia. It was, on the other hand, relatively low in the two
Germanies, in Czechoslovakia, Italy and Sweden.

Since the marriage rate increased slightly, and the death rate continued

III

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



POPULATION

to fall everywhere (at least until 1965) the population began to grow
again. Including European Russia, the total population reached 576
millions in 1950 and 636 millions in 1970. The annual growth rate, there-
fore, almost equalled the record levels of the beginning of the century.

Another curious fact is that this rising trend did not provoke the wave
of emigration which seemed to be beginning in 1945, with the movement
of refugees. Altogether, 3 million Europeans were expatriated during the
twenty years after the war, but in return western Europe attracted about
15 million immigrant workers, some coming from the poor countries of
southern Europe, but a good half from the Maghreb, Turkey, black
Africa, the Antilles and even from India.

It is clear that for a long time the rapid industrialisation of western
Europe created a level of employment higher than the demand: indeed,
the two World Wars and the economic crisis, by accelerating the drop in
the birth rate, had made the age pyramid concave; it was only from 1945
onwards that the population began to recover, and it took twenty years
for the new generation to reinforce the working population. In France,
for example, the number of workers, which had been 20.5 millions in 1906,
only reached 20 millions in 1962 (despite the recovery of Alsace-Lorraine
in 1918).

Eastern Europe has experienced a rather different development: from
1950 onwards the birth rate returned to the downward trend begun before
the war: in fifteen years it fell by 32 per cent in Poland; 30 per cent in
Bulgaria and Hungary; 28 per cent in Yugoslavia, and 22 per cent in
Czechoslovakia. The USSR itself was not slow to follow, and East
Germany broke all records for low growth, reaching the point where the
death rate was higher than the birth rate. This development seems to
have been the result of several factors: rapid urbanisation, the housing
crisis, the increase in female employment, and the liberalisation of abor-
tion laws. In Czechoslovakia, for example, where abortion was widely
authorised in 1956, the birth rate fell by 16 per cent in the following five
years, whereas it had only fallen by 6 per cent in the preceding five years.
In Romania, where abortion was suddenly banned in 1966 the birth rate
doubled in one year, and it remains today 36 per cent higher than its
previous level.

With this exception, the birth rate in western Europe was universally
higher, in 1964, than in east European countries. But that year, suddenly
and without any apparent reason, the trend was reversed, especially in
Great Britain, the German Federal Republic, the Netherlands and
Scandinavia. In these cases it was not the liberalisation of abortion laws
that set the process in motion, but it did speed it up. From 1964 to 1973
the birth rate dropped by 38 per cent in the German Federal Republic,
by 34 per cent in the Netherlands, 30 per cent in England, and 25 per
cent in Sweden. France resisted rather longer (22 per cent), like Spain
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and Italy, but the trend is continuing and today, to the west of the Elbe,
the older generation is no longer being replaced.

On the other hand, in east Europe, thanks to a policy of family allow-
ances and a more severe attitude towards abortion, there has been a slight
increase since 1972,

Even in our twentieth century, therefore, there does not seem to be
an obvious correlation between economic changes and the development
of demographic systems. Why did the first industrial revolution en-
courage — except in France — demographic growth? Why the fall in the
birth rate between 1880 and 1940? Why the divergence between east and
west Europe from 1950 on? Why the demographic turning point in
19647 The careful study of economic statistics does not enable us to
answer these questions.

What is clear, is that the whole of Europe is now involved in a demo-
graphic adventure from which it will not easily emerge: the social and
educational policies and the structure of employment in its member
countries will be affected by it for a long time, at least until the middle
of the twenty-first century. Moreover, Europe’s share in world popula-
tion, already reduced in one century from 22 to 17 per cent, seems likely
to shrink still further: including European Russia, it today accounts for
only 9 per cent of world births: a situation without precedent for thou-
sands, and perhaps tens of thousands, of years.
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CHAPTER V

PEASANTS

I

! HE twentieth century, if one is to believe Eric Wolf, is a century of
I peasant wars; but the sixteenth or eighteenth centuries were great
peasant ages fout court. On the Continent, the overwhelming
majority of the population — 8o to 90 per cent — lived in the country and
for the most part worked on the land. The time is past when peasant
society could be compared - as in Marx’s epigram — to a ‘sack of potatoes’,
incapable of the solidarity, the consciousness or the existence ‘in itself” or
‘for itself”’ of a social class. Let us not get involved in a futile debate about
the essence of a social class, but simply note that research on seventeenth-
century revolts, on the Chouans, and on the peasant wars of our own time
has shown quite clearly that peasants are capable, when they feel them-
selves threatened, of reacting as one against their enemies of the moment,
whether nobility, church, townsmen, or the bureaucracy of an absolute
monarch or a totalitarian state. The peasantry does indeed exist as a
distinctive group of men tied to the land, growing crops and raising stock,
whether to sell their produce on the market, or, more commonly, to
consume it themselves or to barter it. This was the situation throughout
Europe in the whole period covered by this chapter, from 1500 to 1950,
In spite of this basic unity, it is necessary to make some finer social
distinctions. Until the coming of the tractor (1950), which was to change
this social landscape without totally obliterating it, the crucial distinction
was that between those who (whether they worked for themselves, or,
more often, for others), disposed of nothing but their own labour, and
those who had their own plough teams: horses in northern France,
Belgium, England and most of northern Europe, oxen and/or mules in the
Mediterranean countries.

The basic opposition was between (a) the day-labourer, manouvrier or
brassier (that is, those who have nothing but their arms), and (b) the
yeoman, farmer, laboureur or ménager, those who own and use plough
teams. This kind of farmer is already identifiable in the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance. He cultivated enough land to feed his family, and
possibly his farm-hands. This means that he must have disposed of a
minimum of twenty-five acres of good land, or half as much again if the
land was less fertile, as was usually the case. He might even have a much
larger estate (125, 250 acres or even more), forming part of a feudal
or capitalist economy; examples can be found in England, but also on
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the Continent, both in developed regions (the Paris basin) and under-
developed ones (Spain). The average yeoman (twenty-five to fifty acres) was
not necessarily the owner or the long-term tenant of the land he cultivated.
Very often he just took the land on a short lease, perhaps as a share-
cropper, from a noble, bourgeois or ecclesiastical landowner. These
different forms of land tenure affected the yeoman’s costs, but from the
technical point of view, the result was the same. The yeoman remained the
true head of the farm. He worked to make a decent living for his family,
which might or might not imply a narrow profit margin. He was also
liable for a number of payments (taxes to the king, tithes to the church,
rent to the lord of the manor, etc.), and he had his investments to think of
(in enclosures, plough teams, seed). All in all, the fundamental aim of the
system was not profit or the accumulation of capital. The aim, con-
sciously or unconsciously pursued, was rather to ensure the continuity of
the family and its lands from one generation to the next.

Even if they were not capitalists, these yeoman families, who flourished
between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, were often oriented
towards the market. The towns had to be fed — towns of just a few thousand
inhabitants, tens of thousands at the most (not counting urban monsters
like Paris or London, with their half-million inhabitants each in the
seventeenth century). These towns contained only 10 to 15 per cent of the
local population, but they needed large areas of land to provide their food
because of the low productivity of agriculture. Hence they exploited the
yeomen of the neighbourhood in two ways. On the one hand, the wealthy
townsmen bought up the land worked by the yeomen, thus turning them
into tenant-farmers (around Rouen) or share-croppers (around Florence:
the mezzadria system). On the other hand, by keeping the market price of
food down and/or by demanding rent in kind, the town appropriated for
its own consumption the surplus produced by the farmer. Each French or
Italian town of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries exercised a kind of
urban imperialism and surrounded itself by a ring of countryside depen-
dent on it. Great cities like London or Paris did this even more obviously
and on a vast scale, and literally reshaped whole regions. The leading
citizens of Paris bought up parcels of land and grouped them into large
units of production of 250 acres or more and leased them to rich farmers.
These farms fed the town and paid a good rent. It should be noted, how-
ever, that this development was not inevitable, as the fervent supporters
of the English or physiocratic model think. In the Netherlands in the
seventeenth century, it was a system of small-scale but supremely efficient
farming (with Flemish methods of intensive agriculture reminiscent of the
Chinese system), which fed (and how!) the growing urban sector of the
richest country in Europe.

If the yeomen were the central figures in the village, the farm-hands were
the majority of its population. The manouvrier, brassier or day-labourer
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had only his own labour with which to earn his living, plus that of his wife
when she was fit and those of his children when they were old enough to
work. He did not own horses or oxen and so he could not use a plough,
not even the simple light plough of southern Europe. However, he did
own or rent a little land, a house, a garden, and a cow or a goat. These
few possessions provided him with shelter and supplementary food, but
not enough for his family to live on. It was not a question of his producing
a surplus for the market (except, perhaps, a few vegetables, eggs and some
spinning done by his wife). In order to get enough to live on, he had to
hire out his ‘labour power’ and that of his family to a local farmer, who
would take them on on a seasonal basis and when there was a lot of work
to be done. The day-labourer’s family was therefore subject to unemploy-
ment and to fluctuations in real wages, and so dependent on the funda-
mental unit of production, the household of the farmer, as Guy Bois has
made abundantly clear in his recent study. European villages generally
had a minority of independent yeomen and a majority of dependent day-
labourers.

In addition to the basic couple of farmer/farm-hand, the village also
contained artisans who worked for the peasants, the landlord, and the tiny
local élite (the parish priest, for instance). They worked in wood (coopers),
iron (smiths), and textiles (tailors). The countryside in the developed
regions (the Paris basin, for example), contained a substantial minority of
artisans. The underdeveloped regions (Brittany) had only a small minority.

In the case of the Breton interior, one of the most backward regions in
France during the old regime, it was the peasants themselves who became
handymen during the winter to make up for the lack of local craftsmen.

The wives of the farm-hands and even of the farmers increased their
income by becoming temporary wet-nurses to babies from middle-class
and even lower middle-class families in the neighbouring town. Spinning
and weaving, practised by women and men respectively, could become a
real rural industry, often working for distant markets (linen from Maine,
woollen cloth from Languedoc). In this case the peasant family became
part-time craftsmen, which made the social structure of the village more
complex if not more complicated.

Finally, we must include in the peasant community, or in the spaces
between villages, the world of migrants, tramps and beggars of all kinds,
living on the margin of society and often despised. In certain extreme
cases (Aveyron or Rouergue in the second half of the eighteenth century),
they could account for more than 10 per cent of the population of the
average village.

In any case the farmer, the farm-hand and the craftsman are only
abstract types. Basically, the peasant lived and worked in a family group.
What kind of a family? In England, the Netherlands, Belgium, and
northern France, the peasant family was usually of the nuclear type,
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centred on the couple and their children. They would have lots of babies,
but rarely more than two children would survive (a boy and a girl), given
the high death rate of traditional societies, especially during the difficult
seventeenth century. In general, grandparents, parents and grown-up
married sons (if any) did not live under the same roof. Either the grand-
parents died quite early, or the grandchildren married late, so that there
would be only one married couple in the house, that of the generation in
between.

In Mediterranean areas (Italy), in the south of France, in Austria, and
among the south Slavs, on the other hand, the peasant family in the age
of the old agrarian regime was very often an extended one: two or more
married couples would live together — the grandparents, the parents and/
or a grown-up married son whose role was to carry on the line. The death
of one of the spouses would soon break up the oldest couple. This ‘poly-
nuclear’ household was therefore of limited duration and only involved a
minority of families at any one time. But it was enough to give a colouring
of its own to the Mediterranean societies which produced these family
structures, with a sizeable minority of extended families but a majority,
nevertheless, of nuclear ones.

In these southern countries one quite often comes across a develop-
mental cycle in these extended families. Two individuals, male and female
(M and F) get married. They have children, boys and girls (B and G); let us
call them BI, B2, GI, G2, and so on. It has to bring in outsiders, a farm-
hand, a maid, since the children are still too young to help their parents in
the fields and at home. When the sons grow up, the family no longer needs
to employ servants, since it can now muster an adequate workforce from
within its own ranks. However, the eldest son B1 gets married. He and his
wife w form a young couple, soon surrounded by young children; they all
live with the couple M and F, who are now old. The family has thus become
extended (‘bi-nuclear’). It becomes nuclear again when M and F die one
after another, and leave B1 and w alone with their own children. Then
these children marry in their turn; one of the couples that they have made
will live with B1 and w. The family is now extended again, and so on.

The more or less extended family with its corresponding family cycle
found its raison d’étre and its justification in certain countries of southern
Europe in the idea of ‘the house’. The family, made up of individuals of
flesh and blood, identifies itself with the hearth, the source of physical
warmth in the home; with the kitchen itself, that ‘house within a house’,
which was at once living-room, dining-room and place for preparing
food; with the kitchen ceiling or ‘sky of the house’ (cie/ d’ostal); with the
whole house or farm (in occitan, ostal means both a house made of wood
or stone and a family). The family also identifies itself more widely with
the fields and even with the flocks and herds of domestic animals involved
in the farm which was centred on the house. Of course these solid peasant
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houses, based on the trinity of men, walls and lands, were not eternal.
But they could last for three or four generations or more, and they linked
the name of the family to that of the place. They gave their members a
strong sense of continuity, pride, and of an existence which transcended
the individual.

It is impossible to understand these different types of family or ‘house’
without taking into account the basic rules of inheritance. As far as this
was concerned, peasant societies had several solutions open to them,
along a spectrum of possibilities from primogeniture to the equal division
of the parents’ property among the children. Jean Yver, the Lévi-Strauss
of Normandy, has thrown much light on this network of systems of
inheritance by subjecting it to structuralist analysis. The first distinction
which must be made here is, of course, that between the nobility and the
common people. We shall not discuss the clergy, who are, from the legal
point of view, immortal. There are therefore no problems of succession so
far as their goods are concerned, except when laymen, at a time of
politico-religious crisis or demographic pressure, tried to take back the
huge ‘cake’ of church property. This happened in England in the six-
teenth century, at the time of the sale of the monastic lands; in France, in
1790; and in Spain, in the nineteenth century.

The nobility, then, with a few variations on this basic theme, practised
primogeniture everywhere; the major part of the inheritance (including
the family home and the estate surrounding it) went to the eldest son. This
custom ensured the survival of the great noble estates for many centuries,
until the French Revolution and often beyond. From the point of view of
social justice, the existence of these large estates was unfair to the mass of
the peasantry, but they had the advantage of providing an agricultural
surplus for the market and for the consumption of the towns. This was the
case, for example, in the north and the south of France, and even more in
England. In that country, where the privileged classes owned more than
two-thirds of the arable land, it might be said that agricultural capitalism,
so important in the industrial development of the British Isles, sprang
ready armed from the aristocratic system of primogeniture.

It is, of course, inheritance among the common people which concerns
me here, since the peasants were nearly all commoners (apart from a few
nobles, fallen on hard times, who rolled up their sleeves to grab hold of
the plough). In several parts of Europe a kind of peasant or commoner
primogeniture did exist. In principle, it ensured the indivisibility of the
estate in the regions where it applied, and we can say at least that in
periods of demographic growth like the sixteenth century, it did some-
thing to limit fragmentation of holdings. This peasant primogeniture can
be found in most English counties. It seems that initially it was a snobbish
imitation of the inheritance customs of the ruling class. In the south of
France under the old regime, one can also find a peasant primogeniture
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de facto. It derived, in practice and in theory, from Roman law, which
itself legitimated the male and sovereign powers of the head of the family,
who alone chose his (sole) heir. This heir was usually, ‘as if by chance’, the
eldest son, but it could also be a younger one, or even, in the absence of
any boy, a daughter whose husband would come to play the son-in-law
(faire gendre) in her father’s house. Among the common people in Langue-
doc as among the nobility in Europe, there were therefore bitter rivalries
between the privileged eldest sons and the less favoured younger ones.
This was to last until the egalitarian reforms of the French Revolution, or
even longer. Eldest sons were murdered by envious younger brothers.
A girl might commit suicide because her father, who wanted to keep as
much as possible for his heir, had cut her dowry down to the minimum.
Even the mother was encouraged to give preferential treatment to her
eldest son, the heir apparent who would carry on the line, when she was
feeding the children; the younger sons had to make do with milk from
wet-nurses or even from goats!

Completely different was the egalitarian system which could be found
in the woodlands of the west of France and in certain parts of England
before the great ‘modern’ wave of enclosures. This long-established
egalitarianism might even be radical enough to include all the children,
boys and girls, as in Anjou and Brittany. In Normandy, where this
custom of dividing the inheritance seems to have been strengthened, from
the start, by certain influences from Scandinavia, it only affected the sons,
the group of brothers. The authority of the paterfamilias (so powerful both
before and after his death, as we have seen, in the Roman law regions of
the Mediterranean), was therefore completely undermined in Normandy,
to such an extent that wills did not exist. There was no need for them,
since the wishes of the father ceased to have any force after he was dead.

In this way the woodlanders in general and the Normans in particular
practised a ‘compulsory return’ (rapport forcé); once orphaned, each child
had to return to the common fund whatever advantage he had received
from the father during the latter’s lifetime. This return became necessary
when the custom of western France imposed a strictly equal division of the
inheritance, whether among the brothers (Normandy) or among the
brothers and sisters (the Loire region). Moreover, these customs, especi-
ally in Normandy, gave rise to a fierce individualism among the heirs: ‘It’s
my right and I’'m sticking to it’ (C’est mon droit et moi j’y tiens). There was
no question here of what sometimes happened in Languedoc, of a gener-
ous, disinterested younger brother standing aside for his elder brother,
voluntarily but at the same time according to custom. The egalitarian
customs of the Norman or Flemish type are at once extremely archaic,
(sprung from the depths of the race, from Scandinavia for example), and
very modern; indeed, they prefigured the egalitarianism which was to
emerge from the French Revolution.
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There was, therefore, an inegalitarian patriarchal system of inheritance
in Occitania, and an egalitarian fraternal system in certain woodlands.
Intermediate between these two extremes there was also the system of the
married couple, that of the father and mother. It can be found in the Paris
basin, in Germany, in Switzerland and in Poland. This was inegalitarian
at first but became more egalitarian later. It was based on the joint
decision of the father and mother. It was in keeping with the spirit of
Christianity, even if it preceded (who can tell ?) the coming of Christianity
in the West. In accordance with the teaching of the New Testament it
favoured the union of husband and wife ‘who are one flesh’ and prove it by
producing together the single body of the baby. (The occitan pater-
familias, on the other hand, who retained his earthly omnipotence after
his death by virtue of a kind of ancestor worship, remained largely Roman,
and so pagan.)

What would a couple from the Paris region do with this joint power of
decision, when it came to passing on their inheritance ? Basically the two
villagers, father and mother, left their goods to those of their children who
agreed to live with their parents during the latter’s lifetime and share their
arduous and disciplined existence on the family plot; these obedient
children would thus prove that they were qualified to take over the
management and the ownership of that plot on the death of their parents.
The Flemish or Norman rules of succession exalted the lineage; they tried
to ensure that each child of the lineage received its fair and equal share of
the family property. The custom of the Paris countryside and the old
Capetian lands, on the other hand, favoured the household, the union of
spouses who were by definition descended from two different lineages.

Household (ménage, etymologically manse); the basic peasant holding
of a single family, with its house. Under this household system, whereby
the right to inherit was restricted to the child who lived at home, forming
part of the ‘trunk’ of the family tree, it follows logically that the other
children, who had set up home elsewhere, were excluded. They had
detached themselves from the parent stock and from the farm. They had
renounced their claim to this farm because they had ceased to make it
fertile with their sweat and labour. They had left, emigrated, gone to be
hanged elsewhere; or else, as far as girls were concerned, they had married
into an alien family which by definition was not their own. This law of the
household was originally (in the Middle Ages) inegalitarian. It was out-
rageously biased in favour of children living at home, it disinherited those
who left, who had only the right to take with them, under their arms, in
their baggage or in their wake, some small material or financial token, a
cow or (for girls) a dowry. In old legal terms, this arrangement was known
as ‘the exclusion of the endowed child’ ([’exclusion de I’enfant doté)!

This irritating inegalitarianism of the Paris region decreased in the
modern period, however. After 1510 a special clause, called ‘option’ or
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‘return’ (rapport), allowed the children who had left home or received
dowries to ‘return’ to the estate the benefits they had received in return for
disinheritance. They then regained all their rights to the estate, so that the
system became egalitarian. On the Continent at least, the great wind of
egalitarianism was felt, so far as inheritance was concerned, nearly three
centuries before the French Revolution.

1I

In spite of these tendencies towards egalitarianism, the overall structure of
rural economy and society remained for a long time extremely hierarchi-
cal. This reflected the fact that the manor, the fundamental unit of power
and property, remained for many centuries the ‘vertical’ axis of the
agrarian world. The horizontal axis was at the level of the peasant com-
munity. The manor of early modern Europe was in decline relative to its
medieval splendour, but it remained extremely vigorous. It linked ex-
tremely diverse elements and sectors with a strong logic of its own,
and it deserves an important place in this essay.

First, a brief historical survey of the long phase preceding the period
considered in this book. From the bronze age, and more particularly from
the iron age onwards (first millennium before Christ), rural chieftains had
separated themselves from the mass of peasants, as a result both of a
process of social differentiation and of conquest by new rulers thrown up
by the Celtic invasions. This landed aristocracy lived off a levy on the
peasants; it was made up of cavalry, or knights (equites), who used the
horse as an engine of war. In the first century B.C., Caesar discovered that
the mass of the rural population was indebted to or otherwise dependent
on a group of equites and landlords. The texts of Greek geographers and
the finds of archaeologists (including the treasure of the Lady of Vix), con-
firm that the situation described by Caesar was in fact much older. Later
on there would be considerable variations in the way in which the local
lord exercised his power. The heavily moustached patron manipulating his
clientéle in Celtic and pre-Roman times was very different from the Gallo-
Roman master of the villa and its slaves. As for the colonat, though long -
established, it is only documented fully from the fourth century A.D.
onwards. It already implies a well-organised form of manor: the colon, in
other words, the peasant, was indeed ‘bound to the soil’ by legal and
cultural, even mystical ties which made him quasi-dependent on his
noble masters. The colon, according to the texts, was ‘like a part of the
earth’. Other forms of control over the land arose during the following
centuries, or rather, during the following millennium: the manor of the
early Middle Ages (ninth century), with its serfdom and forced labour, the
classical medieval manor, more liberal than its predecessor; and in spite of
important differences between them, these latter two types of manorial
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power both imply a triangular relationship between P (peasant), E (earth)
and L (lord of the manor).
P is more or less attached to E.
P is subject to L, to whom he owes respect, labour and/or other dues.
L has some kind of property rights over g, and sometimes over » as well.

May we therefore suggest that there was a long history of more than a
thousand years behind the manor as it was still working between 1500 and
1789, and even beyond, in several countries in eastern, and even in western
Europe.

In the remarkable chapter which he wrote in 1941 for the Cambridge
Economic History, and which stands as his intellectual testament, Marc
Bloch insisted on a continuity which cannot be denied: a chain of
institutions without a break joins the local chieftains of Gaul to the feudal
lords of the Middle Ages and even those of the modern period. They
all enjoyed political and economic (not to mention sexual) rights, which
they long enjoyed at the peasants’ expense! After 1500, the ius primae
noctis only existed here and there de facto. Its more or less willing
acceptance by the peasant girls amounted to an acknowledgement of
alienation, of sexual oppression and/or seduction on the part of the lord.
But it could also represent a homage to the genetic superiority which the
lower classes had for a long time attributed to the seed of the aristocracy.
The supposed excellence of the breed conferred a certain prestige, even if
the grounds were fallacious! It was all part of the idea of nobility, and the
majority of manors were held by nobles.

Until the eighteenth century, the lords of the manor claimed only
limited rights over the land, over the peasant plots. A farm could easily
belong, in practice, to the farmer himself. Except in cases where the land
was totally freehold (allod), it was held in leasehold or copyhold. An annual
payment in kind, often small, was then due to the lord (known in French
as the cens). A transfer tax, lods et vente or ‘heriot’, was also due on each
change of tenant, whether by death or by sale. The cens was often com-
muted to a fixed annual sum of money. This commutation was particu-
larly common in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the more
monetarised areas of the West. In these cases, the feudal dues became the
victim of ‘monetary euthanasia’; in other words, their real value was
eroded by inflation over the centuries, and they ended up worth next to
nothing. More burdensome but less common than these dues were the
payments in kind; a part of the crop, given by the peasant to the lord each
year, at harvest time; a quarter, a third, an eighth of the grain. This was
the champart, terrage, tasque, or agriére. This recurrent champart must
not be confused with the short-term arrangements of the métayage or
share-cropping system.

In addition to the peasants’ holdings, the lord also had his own demesne,
whose area could vary from tens of acres (on the Continent) to hundreds
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(England). In eastern Europe, where the effects of the ‘second serfdom’
were widely felt in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the lord’s
demesne was cultivated with the help of forced labour under the super-
vision of a bailiff. The serfs who rented the neighbouring plots had -
under threat — agreed to this. The almost incredible archaism of this
system of forced labour did not prevent the great estates in question, in
Poland for example, from being oriented, from the sixteenth century on,
towards the most dynamic of markets, that of Baltic grain, above all rye,
exported by sea to Amsterdam and to the western consumers along the
shores of the North Sea. The great Polish estates with their forced labour
were thus linked, as Braudel and Wallerstein have shown, to the develop-
ing capitalist world-economy (just like the slave-worked sugar and cotton
plantations of the New World).

In the West, however, serfdom and forced labour had more or less
disappeared by the sixteenth century, and more often than not much
earlier, except in a few provinces which were (in this respect) backward:
Burgundy and Franche-Comté for instance. In the West, then, the
demesne was cultivated by methods other than forced labour, which gave
rise to social relationships of a new kind. In some cases the lord could
himself, with the help of a bailiff, direct agricultural work on his own
demesne. This was the case, for example, in fifteenth-century Languedoc,
because the ground rents were very low at that time: the canons of
Narbonne, great noble landowners in the area around their town,
managed their lands themselves because the rent was too low in that
period of crisis, so that putting in a tenant-farmer would not have been
profitable from the landowner’s point of view. This was also the case in
certain parts of England and France in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Landlords first north and then south of the Channel became
agronomists; they raised the productivity of their estates by skilful
management. These examples were in the minority, however. As a general
rule the landowners did not want to lose status by handling the ploughs
themselves. Their demesnes were therefore worked and managed by share-
croppers or tenant-farmers. These two ways of exploiting an estate,
leasing and share-cropping, had been known in the Mediterranean world
since antiquity (see the letters of the younger Pliny). In the sixteenth cen-
tury and later, they were practised not only by lords of the manor on their
demesne but also by middle-class and lower middle-class landowners,
Under the share-cropping system, the tenant, who was often poor, took a
short-term lease of the land (for four, six or eight years). He gave half or
a third of the produce to the landowner, and received from him half or
a third of the seed or livestock. Share-cropping (in Italian, mezzadria),
made it possible to cultivate vast areas in the south-west of France, in
Tuscany, and so on. It ended up, in the nineteenth century, by becoming
synonymous, often unjustly, with backwardness and under-development.
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The main method of cultivating the lord’s demesne and the land owned
by the middle class was by means of tenant-farmers. For a long time the
tenant farmers continued to work on a family basis, but they began to take
on farm hands and showed capitalist tendencies. These farmers appeared
from the thirteenth century onwards around Paris and in England. In
exchange for the use of the land which they cultivated, they paid the lord
of the manor or the landowner a rent which was fixed for a short-term on
the basis of a lease of three, six or nine years.

The manor was therefore primarily a piece of land, composed of peasant
holdings and the lord’s demesne. It will be noticed that this form of social
and economic organisation, with its dual system (demesne/holdings), had
very great strength; it could re-establish itself after a period of eclipse.
When Stalin, from 1930 onwards, had crushed the Russian peasants under
the weight of terror, genocide, and oppression, the collective farms he had
organised reverted almost immediately — apart from a few tractors — to the
structure of the great landed estates which had characterised eastern
Europe under the second serfdom and the West in Carolingian times. Side
by side with the collective fields of the kolkhoz, carelessly cultivated by the
semi-forced labour of badly-paid peasants, there were the individual plots,
lovingly tended by each family, in the small surviving private sector.

The European manor of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was not
only an agricultural unit, but a legal and political one as well. It implied
monopolies — the lord’s oven, the lord’s mill, the lord’s right to hunt, and
so on. It represented power, or a collection of powers. Religious power,
financed by the tithe, on ecclesiastical estates. Lay power, on secular
estates; the man who exercised it was the judge of the manor court, the
bailli or lieutenant of the north of France, the bayle in Occitania. This
judge embodied an undeniable if crude division of power which Montes-
quieu would not have rejected. The lord himself corresponded to the
executive power, which was a distant one when the noble master was an
absentee, as was often the case in eighteenth-century France. The little
judge of the manor court corresponded to the judiciary, by definition; he
was under his master’s orders, but he was relatively autonomous. These
judges were commoners, and often peasants; and there were probably tens
of thousands of them in the area covered by present-day France. They had
always been the real links between the state, or society as a whole, and the
peasant communities. They declined to some extent as the state grew in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but remained important as go-
betweens all the same until the Revolution suppressed them and replaced
them by magistrates who would in future receive a salary from the
state.

Between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, the European manor
developed at very different rates, much more slowly in the East than in the
West. To some extent it shed its fragmented structure (the smallholdings),

125

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



PEASANTS

and its political and legal function (manorial justice). It moved towards a
more specialised, capitalist structure based on the demesne, just as the
physiocrats wanted. It was centred (though by no means exclusively) on
the demesne itself, as the source of ground rent; on the person of the
tenant-farmer (essential, whether because or in spite of his subordination
to the landlord); and on the production, by the demesne and by the
tenant-farmer, of rent for the landowner and of an agricultural surplus
destined for the market and the towns. The manor was thus, paradoxi-
cally, an essential part of the structure of agricultural capitalism.

It is true that from ancient times there have been free, rural societies
living together without lords. France found itself in this situation, but
only after the Revolution. In Switzerland, the central cantons were
liberated, from the end of the thirteenth century, from outside overlord-
ship. They often did no more than change masters, falling under the yoke
of towns such as Ziirich and Bern. The model, ancient but for a long time
affecting only a small minority, of a peasantry independent of overlords,
raises all kinds of problems concerning peasant wars and revolts; prob-
lems to which I shall return.

111

In one sense, the manor and the forms of land tenure associated with it are
only a kind of superstructure — often quite a thick one!-on top of
peasant society. As for the deep structures, described in the first section of
this chapter (farmers versus farm-hands), we need to make them dynamic,
to show them developing, in order to have a complete view of rural society
as a historical phenomenon.

This development, in some extremely important and representative
cases, is related to forms of history which are at once fluctuating and
immobile, oscillating and stationary. The development is a non-develop-
ment. It turns out that neo-Malthusian models (which are taken from the
work of M. M. Postan in England and W. Abel in Germany, as well as
from French research on Languedoc and Normandy), can be extremely
useful. They give shape, not only to economic and demographic history,
but also to changes in the social structure of the peasant world.

We must start from demography. It is not the queen of the sciences, but
it does provide us with basic figures from which we can build up our
concepts. In the first half of the fourteenth century, around 1320-30 (say),
if we look at the area known as ‘France’ today, we find that in Provence,
Dauphiné, Savoy, the Paris region, Picardy, Normandy, Cambr¢sis,
Brittany, Languedoc, Rouergue (and also overall, according to the tax
records, the Etat des feux of 1328), the population was thick on the
ground, and not so very different from what it would be again at the end
of the seventeenth century, at the time of the first great censuses and
parish registers. In other words, 17 or 18 million inhabitants around 1330,
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and perhaps 20 millions in 1700. In 370 years, then, there was hardly more
than zero growth. We might long for a similar ‘progress’, which is equiva-
lent to long-term stagnation, in the Third World today, where the popula-
tion is increasing at an alarming rate. We might long for it, if only the
factors which assured this stagnation in the late medieval and early
modern period were not, from our point of view, barbaric and intolerable:
plagues, epidemics, wars and famine.

The other discovery, recently made by several historians, concerns the
stability of agricultural techniques and grain yields in France, between
the first agricultural revolution (eleventh to thirteenth centuries), and the
second, which stemmed from the agronomy of the Enlightenment. With-
out going into the rather ambiguous case of the eighteenth century, we can
at least say that in France, unlike the Netherlands and England, food
production and above all grain production kept more or less to stable
-yield ratios between 1300 and 1720. This shows an extraordinary equili-
brium. There were, of course, upheavals and unfavourable, possibly
monstrous fluctuations, but these were always temporary. This general
equilibrium, as susceptible to changes of mood and to adjustments as that
of the economists, can be reduced to a sketch for a landscape: within the
limits of a ‘green belt’ of surviving forests, reduced by the great clear-
ances of the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, twelve or thirteen generations
of peasants between 1300 and 170020 lived and reproduced themselves
within the inexorable constraints of a certain range of numerical possi-
bilities. Although these constraints weakened later, after 1720, they did not
disappear as soon as all that. To stick to the crucial period 1300-1720, the
long-term quasi-stability of demographic and agricultural parameters
brings us right back to the old idea of the potentialities of a more or less
steady state. There was economic, social and demographic standardisation
over the long-term.

Standardisation was by the plague, of course, and by other epidemics
(dysentery, typhus, etc.). From the fourteenth century to the sixteenth,
and beyond, there were more and more frequent contacts between con-
tinents by land (across Asia) and by sea (across the Atlantic); this meant
that microbes were spread throughout the world, a sort of ‘common
market’ of germs. This was enough to prevent any real demographic
growth (which would have, by definition, to be more than simply recovery
from a previous disaster), among the mainly peasant population of western
Europe (exception being made for the Netherlands and for England, which
were much more dynamic). It was also enough to produce general slumps
over the long-term, like the reduction by half of the German population
over the period 163050, or, above all, the reduction of the French popula-
tion from 17 or 18 millions around 1330, to 7 or 8 millions at the most
around 1450 — the pendulum then swung back till the population reached
18 or 19 millions around 1550-60, remaining at this level till about 1715.
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In both these cases, French and German, the plague and other pandemics
were not, of course, the only factors. War also played a part: the Thirty
Years War in Germany, and the Hundred Years War between the Vosges
and the Pyrenees. War: that means, ultimately, the system of large states
(the kingdoms of England and France, the house of Austria). They became
entangled in armed conflicts which they could not finish and which might
drag on for a generation or even a century. In other words, the social
history of the peasants turns out to be dependent on the biological history
of microbes and the superstructural history of the international state
system. The factor of famine must also be added to the plague-war duo.
Famine was, of course, closely linked with climatic conditions, but it was
aggravated by the debilitating effect of war on the agricultural economy,
and in its turn engendered favourable conditions for the outbreak of
epidemics. The three scourges, plague, war and famine thus worked
together, and between them they caused massive slumps in the rural
population over the long-term (the Thirty Years War) or very long-term
(the Hundred Years War).

Death, however, is not the only factor to be considered in relation to the
stabilisation or reduction of the peasant population. Other demographic
restraints were in operation, derived from social institutions and the
deliberate control of humanity over itself. I am referring to late marriage
(between the ages of 24 and 25 for women; a year or two more for men).
This custom, in a society with little or no contraception, meant that the
woman did not give birth to the extra two or three babies she would
undoubtedly have produced if she had married at 16 instead of 24. In the
absence of true contraception, this method represented ‘the favourite
weapon of birth control in classical Europe’ (P. Chaunu). It spread
gradually through western Europe between the fifteenth century and the
eighteenth (in Normandy, for example, the average age of marriage for
girls was 21 years around 1550, but 24 years around 1700). It was not,
however, the custom in eastern Europe, where, as in traditional Asia, girls
were married just a few years after puberty. The development of late
marriage as a sophisticated Western method of stabilising the population
suggests that people had a sense of an optimum family size and an under-
standing of the social and moral aspects of sex. This makes the average
peasant of former times quite a different figure from the breast-beating
gorilla who emerges from the unflattering and in fact defamatory portraits
of the villager offered by writers like Balzac and Maupassant.

A steady state over the really long-term does not imply absolute stability
~ on the contrary! The vast demographic ebb and flow which I have des-
cribed for France in the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was
accompanied by smailer fluctuations which themselves had an extra-
ordinary influence on the economic and social structures of the agrarian
world.
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Between 1330 or 1348 and 1450, at the same time as the French popula-
tion was falling, prices, agricultural production, the improvement of land,
the relative number of poor peasants, and ground rents all declined. Real
wages, however, rose, and the average size of farms increased, as a result
of the reduction in population. People had a higher standard of living, or
let us say that the survivors had a higher standard of living, since for those
who died of the plague it was a different matter! The prices of manu-
factures (kept up by the shortage of labour), fell, but not as much as agri-
cultural prices, which were kept down more than others by the abundance
of land, now available for anyone who wanted it.

Between 1450 and 1560, it was exactly the opposite. The see-saw tipped
the other way — in all areas. Demographic growth or recovery brought
with it, in the upward direction this time, the factors already mentioned:
prices, agricultural production, the improvement of the land, the relative
number of poor peasants, and ground rents. There was also a marked
long-term decrease in the real buying power of wage-earners, and a
further fragmentation of smallholdings. Agricultural prices rose again,
and to a greater extent than the prices of manufactures, the inverse, as one
might expect, of what had happened during the previous period of long-
term slump.

The reality behind these abstract indices was of course the changing
destiny of different social groups. There is little point in stressing the well-
known fate of agricultural (and urban) wage-earners. During the second-
third and the third-quarter of the fifteenth century, they reached the height
of their consumption of wine and meat, the peak of their real buying-
power. Throughout the sixteenth century, however, they became poorer
and poorer, because of the over-rapid increase in their numbers which
meant that the supply of labour exceeded the demand for it. Around
155060, as the downward trend became firmly established, they tightened
their belts to the maximum and went on to black bread and water — them-
selves, their children, their grandchildren, and so on until at least the
eighteenth century. This immense inflation and deflation of the social
structure did not affect wages alone. The great landowners — nobles and
others — had not made much profit from rent, which had fallen around
1450-60. But during the century or more which followed, they gradually
got their own back. They took advantage of the keen demand for land
amongst a farming class which was in a state of demographic and/or
economic expansion. They were now at last able to increase the payments
they demanded for making or renewing leases. They thus increased and
then consolidated their income from the land and their dominance over
rural society from 1500-50 to 1700-50.

The peasant farmers themselves had quite large holdings around 1460.
But in the course of the following generations, and especially after 1500,
they became victims, on the one hand, of a rapidly increasing fragmenta-
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tion of holdings, owing to increased demographic pressure. On the other
hand, they suffered from a capitalist offensive on the part of those who
were laying acre to acre.

A minority of wealthy yeomen and rich farmers did, however, come out
on top in the sixteenth century, thanks to precisely this capitalist process,
and thanks also to the process of natural selection set in motion by the
population explosion; the fittest survived, while the weak became weaker
and poorer still. The wealthy yeomen, thus selected, established a position
of relative dominance in the village. But however high they climbed, they
were distinctly lower on the social scale than the great landowners, who
were often the people who leased the land to these yeomen farmers.

The majority of the rural population around 1460, however, was made
up of a middle peasantry. They experienced a modest but undeniable
affluence in this period. A century later, in 1560, the majority of the rural
population were farm-hands, de facto if not always de iure, impoverished
by the huge increase of population between these two dates. Yeomen,
especially if they were wealthy, were in the minority from now on.

From the mid-fifteenth to the mid-sixteenth century, agricultural
production was on the increase; but it seems, especially after 1500, to have
increased less rapidly than the population. The notorious Malthusian
‘scissors’ of economic and demographic growth thus tended to open out
during the first half or the first two-thirds of the sixteenth century. This
situation led to quite serious subsistence problems for the poor, and even
for the ‘non-rich’ as a whole. They took the form of periods of scarcity (or
sometimes famines), which recurred at regular intervals every twenty or
thirty years, and sometimes even more rapidly after 1520. They did not
disappear in France until after 1710, and perhaps only after 1741.

The rise in cereal prices after 1460, and especially after 1500, was
sharper than the rise in non-cereal and industrial prices, so this tended to
benefit the grain producers (the great landowners and the bigger farmers),
at the expense of the craftsmen, whose products were depreciating more
and more in relation to wheat or rye. This change in the ‘terms of exchange’
between industrial and agricultural products was in exactly the opposite
direction to what had happened in the period 1330-1450.

The whole system, we could even say the whole agricultural ecosystem,
functioned according to strict relationships between extremely diverse
variables; variables affected by the great movements of ebb and flow
across the centuries; variables including the central forces of social history.

One can say that on the whole, between 1300 and about 1720 (a little
earlier or later according to the region), the agricultural system in France
(and also in Germany, Italy and so on), operated along Malthusian, or
rather neo-Malthusian lines. The food supplies available (which were
limited), and, more important, the effect of epidemics, not to mention
wars, with late marriage thrown in as a minor form of demographic
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restraint, meant that the overall population figures, however they might
fluctuate, scarcely exceeded the levels they had once reached around
1300-20, during the first long period of growth in the Middle Ages. Given
these conditions, the social and rural history of the four centuries which
concern us (1320-1720) was not liable to real population increases that
would have broken all records. It was simply disturbed by large fluctua-
tions: I am not just thinking of the ‘Hundred Years War’ in France, or
the ‘“Thirty Years War’ in Germany (convenient labels which in fact cover
a much wider range of phenomena, connected and unconnected with
war). I am also thinking of an event like the plague of 1656 in certain
areas round Naples; it destroyed more than half the local population, and
was followed by a long phase of reconstruction, which was not just the
straightforward reconstruction of the social and demographic structure as
it had been before the catastrophe of 1656.

This example illustrates a general point. The system, or ecosystem, did
not operate by merely making a ‘photocopy’ of its former self when it
emerged from one of these periods of what was sometimes violent fluctua-
tion. It was also subject to a kind of ‘drift’. This was noticeable, for
example, in France and northern Italy, and it introduced various elements
of capitalist or, one might say, ‘physiocratic’ organisation into our tradi-
tional rural societies from the sixteenth century—or even earlier —
onwards. It must not be forgotten that throughout this period, sectors
such as the state, elementary and higher education, industry, towns, the
urban market, élites, and trade did experience that famous period of
growth unknown to the world of the peasantry. Even if this long-term
expansion in non-agricultural sectors was interrupted, at irregular
intervals, by ‘pauses’ of various lengths, it remained, all the same, a
lasting fact. And this ‘fact’ could not fail to have small but undeniable
consequences, disturbances on certain fringes of rural society between the
sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries. Around Paris, for example, and
around the towns of northern France, large farms with ‘capitalist’ ten-
dencies developed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, right in the
middle of the ‘crisis’ period. They were formed from old noble estates
which had been bought up and reorganised, often around a manorial
demesne, by influential citizens who accumulated pieces of land. (These
citizens could be nobles, office-holders, or even merchants.) These large
farms were therefore under the control of great urban landowners; their
surplus produce was sent to the towns in which their owners lived, which
provided them with a ready market. The wealthy tenant-farmers who ran
these estates did so partly on family and partly on capitalist lines. This
class of large farmers, who were relatives, friends and guarantors of one
another, continued to consolidate its power between the sixteenth and the
nineteenth centuries. In Italy and in the south of France, the shift of quite
large areas round important towns to a share-cropping system also
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marked a stage — paradoxical only in appearance—in the suburban
modernisation of agriculture. This stage broke down the old system by
bringing numerous large farms into a relationship with the market; they
now sent their produce to the towns. It is an over-simplification to present
share-cropping, or mezzadria, as a feudal archaism, although, by con-
temporary standards, it has undoubtedly become one; it is a question of
historical relativity.

Moreover, the French model, with its long period of non-growth at the
peasant level, was not unique. It was, no doubt, valid far beyond the
borders of France, in vast areas of western continental Europe (Germany,
Italy, etc.); there too the rural economy and society continued to repro-
duce itself, its functioning possibly being disturbed or interrupted by
major fluctuations, followed by a period of recovery, but without any
irreversible expansion. However, certain countries extricated themselves
from the Malthusian, or neo-Malthusian model from the seventeenth cen-
tury or even earlier; this was the case, for example, in the area inhabited
by the Flemish, the Dutch’ and the Walloons, the latter being in-
fluenced by good Flemish habits. The Netherlands, indeed, offer an
example, rare elsewhere, of an intensive, ‘Chinese’ style of farming, which
was gradually established between the thirteenth and the sixteenth
centuries. No danger here of coming up against the barrier of diminishing
returns, since they followed an eflicient system of cultivation, developed
by the small-scale tenant-farmers of Flanders. In this example of un-
deniable modernisation we are still, however, a long way from capitalist
agriculture as it was practised in the Paris or London basins at the same
period. In the Netherlands small-scale farming demonstrated its remark-
able capacity for producing a food surplus for the market, despite the
scorn poured on it from the eighteenth century to the twentieth by arm-
chair economists and agronomists, seduced by English methods. The
Flemish system depended on extraordinarily productive small-scale farm-
ing. Fallow had been abolished centuries before. The system was based on
cereals, of course (wheat, rye, barley, oats); but also on greens (colza for
oil; and a kind of cabbage the leaves of which were given to the cows,
while the stems were used for heating the oven). In the third place, it was
based on vegetables, and legumes such as beans, clover and vetches,
because these nourished the soil and fed men and animals. Finally, there
were the root-crops, for human food and cattle fodder (turnips, carrots,
beetroots, and finally potatoes). All this was seasoned later on with a few
variations, such as tobacco, and generously sprinkled with dung, pigeon
droppings, ashes, urine and human excrement.

The Flemish system was rounded off, in a far from Chinese style this
time, by stock-breeding in small herds, some kept permanently under
cover. Cattle and piglets were raised for the market. The food for these
animals consisted of oil-cakes (made from colza), of peas, vetches and
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beans, grown on the old fallow fields, and of winter fodder (rye, peas and
vetches, clover, with lucerne and sainfoin in addition). All these raw
materials for intensive animal farming were produced by intensive crop
farming. This system worked to full capacity near towns; they provided
the necessary manure, especially horse manure. And there were of course
towns all over the Netherlands. Finally, the farmer, his labourers, maids,
wife and children earned an extra income at home by spinning (women),
and by weaving (men); they both brought in something to eke out the
budget and pay rent, tithes and taxes. Taxes, moreover, were not too
crushing in the Netherlands, which was’ partly affected by good Spanish
habits of fiscal administration.

Such an extraordinary increase in productivity per head or per family
presupposed not only technical and biological innovations but also an
enormous amount of human effort, together with a strong sense of
economy and sometimes a miserable stinginess. In the eighteenth century,
however, the furnishings of farmhouses improved in quality all over the
Netherlands. Earthenware bowls and wooden dishes were replaced by
finer pottery and by pewter. Firedogs, casseroles, kettles and frying-pans
indicated an increased desire for consumption.

In England, too, rural society ~ and society as a whole — escaped the
constraints of the continental neo-Malthusian model. This ‘escape’ into
modernity took place, as Brenner suggests, in the seventeenth century or
even in Elizabethan times. The population of Britain was 4 millions at the
time of its medieval maximum in 1300-47; but it had already reached
5 millions in 1600, and 5.8 millions in 1650-1700. Let us imagine a France
of 18 million inhabitants in 1300-47 (which was the case), but also one
which (as was not the case) would reach 22.5 millions in 1660, and 26.1
millions in 1650-1700; almost as many as in 1789, when the census in fact
recorded 27 million Frenchmen. And all that instead of the actual 20
millions who lived, in the period 1650-1700, in the kingdom of Louis XIV.
It makes one shudder to think of the famines which would have occurred
as a result in the dreadfully over-populated hexagon — unless a real
economic expansion, and particularly an agrarian expansion had taken
place to enable these human masses to be fed.

In Great Britain, in any case, the demographic ceiling of the early
fourteenth century was well and truly raised in the seventeenth century.
However, this increase in both the rural and the urban population did not
mean that poverty was increasing too; far from it. From the end of the
seventeenth century on, 40 per cent of the working population had left the
agricultural sector for crafts or the service industries. It was precisely
the high agricultural productivity which enabled the extra population to be
fed; it lived thanks to the food surplus produced by the narrow majority
(60 per cent) who worked the land. This high agricultural productivity
north of the Channel was achieved by a judicious imitation of Flemish
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methods (partial abolition of fallow fields, the use of manure, the cultiva-
tion of fodder, turnips, and so on). Remember that during early modern
and modern times these ‘Flemish methods’ spread through the West in an
anti-clockwise direction. First, the Netherlands (thirteenth to seventeenth
centuries); then Great Britain (seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), and
finally France (eighteenth and especially nineteenth centuries). Thanks to
this process, Malthus was knocked out of the game in his native country
before he had even been born. In England, however, this process did not
take the form of small, super-efficient family holdings. The structure of
English society, as revealed by the distribution of land, was characterised
by the predominance of great estates (the aristocracy and gentry owned 70
to 75 per cent of the land at the end of the seventeenth century, compared
to less than 50 per cent in France); by the maintenance and the strengthen-
ing of their dominant position, thanks to primogeniture, enclosures, etc.;
and by the relative insignificance of peasant communities and peasant
property. These different factors permitted a capitalist agricultural eco-
nomy to spring ready armed from the great manorial aristocratic system.
(Such a connection, of course, goes right against one of the theses of
vulgar Marxism — as opposed to Marx’s own ideas - the proposition that
claims that ‘capitalism’ is necessarily opposed to ‘feudalism’.) The sub-
stantial English farmers leased the land from the aristocracy and gentry;
they worked estates of more than 250 acres with efficiency; they opened
a new chapter in the history of the (rural) world; they invented large-scale
agriculture, oriented towards profit and the market; the very kind of farm-
ing that the physiocrats later sought to introduce or develop in France.

In their different ways the great English farmer and the small Flemish
peasant both broke away in the seventeenth century from the static
agriculture of the past, fundamentally static despite huge fluctuations. The
French, followed by the rest of Europe, did not disentangle themselves
from this neo-Malthusian immobility for another century or two, in 1720
or in 1820, according to the region.

1v

Apart from these social mechanisms, the peasantry from 1500 to 1720 can
also be defined as a cluster of attitudes, mentalities and institutions — as
a ‘collective mind’. The peasant community embodied in each village, at
once an image and a social reality, first springs to mind. In the Mediter-
ranean region (Italy, Provence, Languedoc), the community, however
tiny, took on the appearance of a small town. In western Europe it was
generally quite powerful. On Sundays after mass it held formal or informal
meetings of the heads of families, joined here and there by widows. It
served the king, or whatever took the place of the state in the locality
(supervising the payment of taxes); it served God (the upkeep of the
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parish church, the election or appointment of churchwardens); finally it
served the inhabitants (by supervision of the standing crops, and, some-
times, by the protection of the common herd). It often elected its officers,
mayors, consuls; it was linked to the authority of the lord and the state.
In England, the village community was much weaker. Its disintegration
was due to the same forces as the eviction of the independent peasantry, to
the profit of an agricultural capitalism under the control of the landlords
and the large farmers. The enclosures put an end to collective obligations;
and the English parishes were placed under the close control of the local
gentry as Justices of the Peace.

Religion was even more essential to peasant life than community
politics. Even in Protestant countries which had adopted a ‘purified’
Christianity in the sixteenth century, the peasants were often urgently
preoccupied with a religious magic concerned with the immediate future.
Its purpose was to ensure rain (when necessary), a good harvest, or the
health of the cattle. These practical concerns, on which Keith Thomas
places so much stress, did not, however, exclude other ideas. Peasant
religion was not ‘terrestrial’ and nothing more. True, it made considerable
use of the cult of the saints with their undeniably pagan associations. But
it was also concerned with the essential problems of the after-life. These
spiritual problems clearly had little to do with the amount of the harvest or
the prosperity of the farm. What would happen to the soul after death?
That was the other real question. Would it move horizontally and wander
with the ghosts? If so, we remain in the realm of Celtic, and particularly
Breton folklore. In the Breton peninsula, ghosts behaved in an almost
intolerable fashion. They were constantly coming back, especially at night,
to pester the living, near the dolmen or menhir, in the buckwheat field, or
in the kitchen. Irritating visitors, and not only in Brittany. To put an end
to them, or to limit the damage they caused, the villagers of Languedoc
appointed a special official, the armier (from arma, i.e. dme, soul), or
messenger of souls. He was the only one in the village to have dealings with
the dead, and he thus spared the mass of the living the possibly painful
meetings with their departed relatives. The armier of Languedoc was
close to the Spanish animero, who specialised in collecting alms for the
souls in Purgatory.

However, the ‘horizontal’ wandering of the souls of the dead only
lasted for a time. After a while, if all went well, the question of their
‘vertical’ journey arose, their ascent into heaven after death or later, at the
Last Judgement. The countryside of Europe was not exempt from explo-
sive quests for salvation, incarnated in the great Protestant revivals, of
which one of the earliest — a hysterical and bloody one — took place out-
side the British Isles, in the south of France, in the Cevennes of the
Camisards. And what, in the end, was the Protestant Reformation, which
won over a large part of the German, English and Scandinavian peasantry
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from the sixteenth century on, if not the pursuit of salvation by means of
the conversion of the peasants. Rightly or wrongly, they were con-
sidered by the Protestants as idolaters, virtually pagans (i.e. pagani which
means ‘peasants’).

This preoccupation with magic and salvation was obsessive, and justi-
fied extremely heavy investments, in parish churches, for example, which
were of medieval foundation but constantly patched up and rebuilt, even
during the seventeenth-century crisis. The same preoccupation motivated
the payment of heavy tithes. The Protestant Reformation, when it
triumphed, simply transferred these to the new clergy. Both the Catholic
and the Protestant churches had long understood, well before psycho-
analysis and the great restaurants, that in order to be taken seriously, you
must make yourself expensive — and too bad for lay resistance. These good
Christians but bad payers were in a state of semi-strike against the tithes at
different periods (in the sixteenth century, during the Protestant expansion;
in the questioning eighteenth century, before the French Revolution).

Was the religious history of the peasantry fundamentally unchanging,
in spite of these agitations ? This suggestion has some truth in it so far as
the Catholic countries are concerned. There was no change of allegiance
between the fourteenth and the eighteenth centuries. The Reformation
had been rejected like a foreign body. But in fact, even in the case of the
regions which remained ‘papist’, things changed a little from the seven-
teenth century onwards. In its original baroque or later Jansenist form,
depending on the region, the Catholic Counter-Reformation, which had
started in the towns, ended up in the classical period by bearing down
directly on the countryside. It installed a network of purer harsher parish
priests, who were trained, from the reign of Louis XIV onwards, in
seminaries. These relatively zealous pastors guarded their flocks more
efficiently than the concubine-keeping, truculent village priests of the
Renaissance, denounced by the Huguenots.

These new-style priests, who kept a close watch over the activities of
their flock, were partly responsible for a certain sobering down of peasant
behaviour (other factors in this sobriety included the school, the family,
etc.). A considerable measure of primitive violence was still to be found in
the countryside. All the same, despite terrible exceptions at the time of the
Thirty Years War, it may be suggested that rural delinquency tended, if
not to decrease, at least to change its nature between the sixteenth and
eighteenth centuries. Violent crime became a little less common, while
theft and pilfering increased. This development did not take place in a day
or even in a century; the ‘lions’ (murderers) did not all turn into ‘foxes’
(thieves). But the trend away from violence is unmistakable all the same.

This did not mean that tue peasants now behaved like choirboys — on
the contrary. It is time to say something about the peasant revolts of the
period.
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These revolts, which could attain the bloody dignity of rustic wars, did
not necessarily involve all the peasants in a given region. In a particular
village, the dominant faction might start a rebellion against the local
landowner, but another faction in the same area might for one reason or
another remain faithful to the lord of the manor (Provence, Varoise,
1579-80). All the same, if the revolt spread, it would involve the whole
peasant community. It was the same with a peasant revolt as with the
French atomic bomb during the presidency of General de Gaulle. It could
if necessary be directed against all possible enemies; enemies, in this case,
of the rural community. These potential enemies included the landowners,
the state, the towns, and so on.

A solid tradition of historians and theoreticians (Marx and Porshnev,
among others) maintains that peasant revolts were essentially anti-
manorial, ‘anti-feudal’. A number of risings do indeed come into this
category, such as the Swiss rebellions at the end of the thirteenth century
(‘William Tell’), and the Jacquerie of 1358 in France. There was also the
war of the German, Alsatian and Swiss peasants in 1525, a ‘war’ which
was, moreover, influenced by the egalitarian gospel brought to the notice
of the villagers by the recent diffusion of the ideas of the Lutheran refor-
mation. The peasants turned this ‘gospel’ to their own advantage by
using it as an extremely ‘striking’ argument against the manorial system
in general and ecclesiastical lords in particular. Generally speaking,
specifically anti-manorial revolts were numerous in the West in the
sixteenth century; for example, in Germany, Switzerland, France (Dau-
phiné, 1580), and even in England. In the seventeenth century, they went
underground. In the eighteenth century they gradually rose to the surface,
and after 1789, turned into a torrent which swept all before it. It was no
longer a revolt but a revolution. It was then that the peasants won the
decisive victory; the manorial system was finally destroyed.

Revolts against the state (and especially against taxes) were, however,
almost as common and as serious as revolts against the seigneurial
system. In seventeenth-century France, this was the main kind of revolt,
to such an extent that between 1620 and 1707 the royal bureaucracy and
treasury became the scapegoats. As for the lord of the manor, he was
rubbing his hands; he appeared to be unassailable! The popular risings
of the period 1624—47, just before the Fronde, included a long series of
violent peasant protests against Richelieu’s and Mazarin’s turns of the
fiscal screw.

Were there risings against the town ? They did happen. The revolt of the
first croguants of 1593, for example, against the little towns of the Périgord
who were exploiting the peasants; and that of the Chouans of the wood-
lands of the Sarthe in 1793, against the Republican Blues and other
bourgeois and petty-bourgeois supporters of the Revolution, in Le Mans
and elsewhere. Do the peasant revolts stand for a bright, progressive
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future, as opposed to a feudal and reactionary past? (B. Porshnev’s thesis.)
Or were they defending an old-fashioned or mythical golden age of rural
bliss against the legitimate onslaught of state, nation, and modernisation ?
(R. Mousnier’s thesis.) This antithesis between past and future (in what-
ever sense) often seems questionable. What happened was that the
peasantry defended itself in the name of a style of life and a system of
farming which was based on the family. This system can be considered
old-fashioned, but it had its points; it was capable of development,
efficiency and adaptation, not only in the area of subsistence agriculture
but also in order to satisfy the demands of the market. In France, the
interesting peasant culture of the nineteenth century is worth noting; less
productive than that of the English farmers, but quite viable all the same.
On the Continent, this culture based on the smallholding emerged from
the conquests of the French Revolution, itself the daughter of peasant
revolts.

Conversely, the forces attacked by the rebellious peasantry might be
extremely oppressive (Richelieu’s government), but they were not neces-
sarily behind the times. In the eighteenth century, at the very time when it
was to be overthrown by peasant revolts, carriers of modernisation from
below, the French manorial system was in the process of modernisation
from above. The aristocracy and the large tenant-farmers were just
welcoming physiocratic and even capitalist developments, stamped with
the mark of agricultural revolution.

From Switzerland in the 1290s to France in 1788, the rebellious
peasants and their various adversaries opposed to one another two models
of society, quite different but equally feasible (for example, the small-
scale agriculture of the peasants of 1789, and the great estates of the
physiocrat-minded landlords). Both sides shot bold arrows into the
future; each was capable of winning the struggle until the moment of
violent decision. The peasant revolt was doomed to failure by definition.
If it was successful, it was no longer a revolt but a revolution; from then
on it provided its own justification.

The agricultural revolution, in the strict, technical sense of the term,
could have come about intellectually by means of ‘agronomy’. This was
what in fact happened in the nineteenth and especially in the twentieth
centuries. From the sixteenth century, fifteen or so great agronomists,
like Olivier de Serres and Conrad Heresbach, flourished in different
countries in the West, from Spain to Germany and Poland, and from
Italy to England, as C. Beutler has shown. The maximum area of dif-
fusion of this revival of agronomy can be measured, by counting the
number of editions published in different towns up to the year 1600 of the
works on this subject, whether ‘ancient’ (Columella) or ‘modern’ (Heres-
bach). The privileged area where the number of editions of treatises on
agriculture exceeded ten or twenty in the period, was the Europe which read
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and made progress; it was a sort of vast Lotharingia, but much more
extensive in every direction than the original one! It corresponded to an
irregular polygon linking Venice, Basel, Frankfurt and even Leipzig,
Antwerp, London, Paris and Lyons. The direct influence of the agrono-
mists on individual enlightened landowners who read them and put their
good advice into practice on their own estates was no doubt considerable.
The major innovations in agriculture in early modern Europe, however,
were derived from the daily practice of the Flemish peasants, rather than
' from the reading of Italian, French or German agronomists.

The cultural revolution in the countryside of the old regime did not —
yet — owe very much to agronomy. It owed much more to the more modest
enlightenment of elementary education. The parish school provided this
for the most advanced young peasants, a small group of yeomen’s sons
and the occasional girl. From the end of the Middle Ages, a certain
number of villages had had schools, and these increased in number in the
following centuries, but it was not until the nineteenth century (in France,
for example), that every village had its own. The young people who
received this minimal education learned at least how to sign their name,
and sometimes even to read a bit of the Bible; they could write out a
receipt and count their flock of sheep. However basic it may have been,
this education gave prestige to the better-off peasants. It enabled the rich
farmers to cope better with the basic details of a legal and bookkeeping
system which the landlord would otherwise have been easily able to turn
against them. The slow but undeniable spread of education in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries also owed a great deal to religious
motives; encouraged among the faithful by the churches and the clergy.
The Protestants, Luther at the head, took the initiative. The Bible was
available in manuscript and in print, so it was necessary to be able to read
it, even in the depths of Saxon villages. The Catholic Church, in turn,
threw itself — sporadically — into the education battle, out of a sense of
rivalry, and then as a genuine part of the Counter-Reformation. You get to
heaven faster if you can read pious books. And besides, in this earthly vale
of tears, public morality can only gain from the education of the young.
The bureaucratic state, too, got something out of this first stage of accul-
turation; the simple peasants who collected the king’s taxes in the villages
were more efficient when they could read and write. Even so, the major
states of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, apart from Scotland, did
not give a penny to the primary schools; the peasant community, the
parents and various religious or educational foundations had to finance
them.

In the 1680s, 45 per cent of English males, including many country
people, were able to sign their names. In France at the same time, the
figure was only 29 per cent for men (and 14 per cent for women). Literacy
declined from north to south. The same pattern can be found, still in the
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1680s, within the kingdom of Louis XIV. The France which could read
(partially) was the rich France, or in any case the least poor; it was situ-
ated north-east of a line from Saint Malo to Geneva. To the south-west of
this line, Brittany and the whole of the south were more or less completely
illiterate. Yet even in this huge southern zone, certain mountain regions —
which specialised, it is true, in the production and export of primary
school teachers to the neighbouring lowlands — had already achieved
some remarkable results. In 168690, 64 per cent of the present départe-
ment of the Hautes-Alpes could sign their names! A situation which made
this rural sector of the Mediterranean Alps one of the most literate
regions in the whole of western Europe in the age of Louis XIV.

v

Starting from various dates around 1720 (let us say, to allow for regional
and national variation, between 1710 and 1750), real/ demographic growth
(such as England had known for ages), began on the Continent. After four
centuries of near-stagnation (in spite of vast fluctuations), the rural popu-
lation of western Europe burst out and broke through the old constraints.
There were probably 16 or 17 million peasants in France around 1700.
But there were 22 millions in 1789 (including 18 million agricultural
workers) and 27 millions in 1841. The other European countries (Germany
and Russia included) also experienced increases, which between 1700 and
1850 or beyond, were even greater than those in France. On the other
hand, during the second half of the nineteenth century (in France), and
the first half of the twentieth century (everywhere), the rural and particu-
larly the agricultural population first stopped growing and then fell. In
absolute terms it is now lower than it has ever been since the Middle Ages.
Joan of Arc’s France, its numbers drastically reduced by the great plague,
boasted considerably more workers on the land than the France of that
latter-day Joan of Arc, Charles de Gaulle.

The great modern cycle (eighteenth to twentieth century), with its rise
(1720-1850) and its decline (1850-1950) in the peasant population, is not
just a matter of demography. Given that the supply of available land was
limited, and taking into account improvements in technique and the
influence of the market, it was inevitable that friction and conflicts of
interest would arise. These factors in turn had an effect, simultaneously or
alternately, on the different groups within rural society — wage-earners,
tenant-farmers, landowners — throughout these two-and-a-half centuries.

After about 1720-50, the increase in population revealed itself, at least
in those continental countries where the peasants had some access to the
land, in the rapid multiplication of small-scale farmers, who were often the
owners of small or even tiny pieces of land. This group increased at much
the same rate as the total number of people living on agricultural land.
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They reclaimed heath and waste land. They cut down woods. In the
Mediterranean region, they undertook expensive terracing on previously
unproductive slopes. They survived somehow or other, thanks to poly-
culture, market gardening, maize, and vines; their efforts even provoked
admiring comments from Arthur Young (who was not easily impressed),
in the south of France in 1789. However, the division of land into Lilli-
putian portions — thanks to the distribution of land among an ever-
increasing population — brought with it a greater risk of pauperisation, as
in the Third World today. The French Revolution has, no doubt, many
and often contradictory meanings. As regards the division of holdings,
however, which concerns us here, its significance is quite clear; in this case
it had very little to do with the abstract triumph of agricultural ‘capitalism’
over ‘feudalism’. On the contrary, it supported a powerful counter-
offensive on the part of a frustrated, aggressive, teeming, small-scale
family agriculture. This system of farming was suffering from over-
crowding. It wanted land, which it was partially to obtain by the takeover
of state property and that of émigrés (an acquisition the peasants achieved
with difficulty, owing to fierce competition from the wealthy bourgeoisie,
who were also after estates). It also wanted to get land by means of the
abolition, under the Civil Code, of customs favouring a single heir (like
the commoner primogeniture of the south of France, etc.). It tried to grab
land from the eldest sons, but also from the powerful, from the dominant
figures of the old regime. The old system of the dominance of the great
estate and of large-scale, manorial, physiocratic and possibly scientific
agriculture was, however, by no means entirely reactionary, since it pro-
duced by far the largest part of the food surplus for the towns, for the
market, and so for a possible industrialisation.

However, the family-based farming system paid no attention to these
fine capitalist prospects; either it hated them or it did not know about
them. It continued to forge ahead after the Revolution — at considerable
risk to its own standard of living. The process of subdividing holdings
continued in France until about 1860 or 1880 — it would not be checked
until the end of the nineteenth century, and of course the twentieth, when
the exodus from the land and the fall in the rural population finally pro-
duced a state of ‘decongestion’.

Does the accelerating subdivision of holdings produce pauperisation ?
If productivity is not increased, then the answer, alas, is yes. The risk of
impoverishment was all the more acute in that eighteenth-century demo-
graphic growth was often accompanied in France, for example (but not in
Catalonia) by a drop in the real, daily income of the agricultural worker.
In Occitan (southern) France between the 1720s and the Revolution, this
drop in real daily income was around 22 per cent.

We should not feel too sorry, however, for the west European agri-
cultural worker of the eighteenth century, or his relatively poor brother,
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the smallholder. (Very often these two characters were one and the same
person, with two ‘hats’. To supplement the inadequate income from their
tiny plots and to feed their families, they were often obliged to hire them-
selves out to a wealthy farmer.) We should not, first, so that we may be
more sparing with our pity, because the (theoretical) reduction in real
income in the eighteenth century (22 per cent) was much less than that
which had occurred between 1460 and 1560 (66 per cent). In the second
place, this reduction was only theoretical. The agricultural worker in the
eighteenth century could easily make up for the average reduction of about
a fifth of his purchasing power, by working more days in the year and by
means of the increased work of his wife and children. What is more, an
intensification of work, not only on the land of the employer but on the
labourer’s own plot, enabled him to maintain and sometimes even to
increase his family’s income. In the seventeenth century our labourer, the
victim of famine, often took the road to the cemetery. At the end of the
eighteenth century he escaped death and sometimes took the road to,
well, revolt. If he did rebel, it was not because he was worse off; on the
contrary, because he was living a little bit better, he now had higher
expectations. The inventories made after the death of agricultural workers
under Louis XVI reveal more material possessions, including some of
value, than was the case under Louis XIV. The (purely theoretical)
impoverishment contrasts, therefore, with an actual increase in wealth, or,
let us say, with a decrease in poverty. There was a larger rural proletariat,
in both absolute and relative terms, as a result of the increase in popula-
tion. But they lived rather less badly, or at least died rather less quickly
than in the past.

The French Revolution coincided, more or less, with a political and
social offensive on the part of the family-based agricultural system of
people working medium-sized farms or small plots. This Revolution freed
the peasant from obligations to the lord of the manor as well as from the
tithe, and it gave him more access to the land (by means of the sale of state
property and other measures). It appears, therefore, to have coincided
with some improvements in the standard of living of the peasants, includ-
ing the poor peasants. It is remarkable that, according to an important
survey by the French National Institute for Demographic Studies, it was
only in the decade 1789-99 that infant mortality in France began to
decrease. Since vaccination against smallpox was virtually unknown, this
decrease must be attributed to non-medical factors like improvements in
diet, housing and in living conditions.

In the nineteenth century, the ghost of the impoverishment of the agri-
cultural proletariat was finally laid. The rise in agricultural productivity
and, after 1850, the exodus from the land (which affected above all the
proletariat, who had scarcely anything to lose), meant that the wages of
those who remained on the land were assured. The supply of agricultural
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labour decreased, and its productivity increased ; wages were thus doubly
improved, and the wage-earners lived in more decent conditions — but
they were soon to be very few in number. In 1750, the majority of the
rural population was proletarian or semi-proletarian, and very poor. In
1950 it was no more than the minority of a minority, since there were
fewer agricultural labourers in the countryside, and fewer country people
in society as a whole.

At the other end of the social scale, right at the top of the pecking
order, the great landowners improved their position during the new period
of expansion in the eighteenth century. This was not really the result of
landlord imperialism (the crucial period of the conquest of the land by
local élites, nobles or commoners, at the expense of the peasants co-
incided with the great agrarian crisis of the seventeenth century). How-
ever, the income of the great landowners rose in the eighteenth century,
even when their estates had stopped expanding. Rents increased at the
same time as the demand for land, stimulated by the rise in the population.
It is worth distinguishing different components of this income from the
land, from the social point of view. If we set aside the tithe, which re-
mained very substantial almost everywhere, the strictly manorial part of the
landlord’s income (feudal dues and the profits of justice), was now very
low indeed (sometimes as little as 2 per cent or 3 per cent of the total, in
the Toulouse area). What was much more important was the rent; a
modern type of rent, derived from short-term leases (three, six or nine
years), paid by the tenant-farmer to the landowner. The real value of this
rent increased by 51 per cent in France between 1730 and 1789. This
enabled the landowners - nobles and prominent citizens — to keep up their
life-style of absentee rentiers. They were thus cut off from the rural lower
class, whose increase in prosperity was considerably less, by a widening
gap of arrogance and bitterness. In the north-east of France, it was often
more than half the land which was in the hands of the wealthy rentiers
(nobles, clergy and bourgeoisie). The increase in rents therefore enriched
a social group which was already well endowed. This point was even more
true of England, where the landlords controlled more than three-quarters
of the arable land at the end of the eighteenth century. At their encourage-
ment, or spontancously, the English tenant-farmers increased their
productivity, thus increasing (even more than in France) the wealth of
their noble masters, as well as their own.

Then came 1789 and its wake. On the Continent the French Revolution
seemed to herald a set-back to the prosperity of the class of great land-
owners. Feudal dues were abolished. With them went, as a result, all the
strictly ‘manorial’ (and so relatively unimportant) part of the income from
the land. For clerical landowners the heaviest loss was the tithe, abolished
shortly before the estates of the church were themselves sold for the
benefit of the ‘nation’. (The tithe, however, was to survive, in part and in
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secret; it fell into lay hands insofar as it was surreptitiously incorporated
by the landlords into the terms of their tenancy agreements.)

And yet, as is well known, the French Revolution did not by any means
lead to the destruction of the class of (great) landowners, despite a few
guillotinings. This class was simply subjected, by a reasonable turn of
events, to a few temporary restrictions. It had to ‘move over a bit’ in order
to make a fairer and more generous provision for the small-scale farming
of the independent peasants. Paradoxically, we can even speak of a
revolutionary ‘modernisation’ of this group of great landowners; it lost
the last vestiges of its feudal structure, while the distinction between the
two types of landowner, noble and bourgeois, was largely obliterated. It
was therefore more united, and it was also held together by a common
Roman and physiocratic conception of the great estate, completely
leased out and freed, by force, from feudal survivals.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the class of great landowners,
now unified and de-feudalised, retaliated. Rents increased in real terms by
20 to 25 per cent in France between 1815 and 1851. This was due to two
factors: demographic pressure, which was continuing, and agricultural
progress, which was becoming serious and real. In any case, the great
landowners were still extremely well off; the 100,000 ‘electors’ of the
period before 1830, who represented the upper crust of the French ruling
classes, owned a third of the country’s arable land. Relations between noble
landowners and villagers were still, in 1830, extremely authoritarian and
hierarchical. ‘The peasants’, said the Count of Comminges later, ‘were
very devoted to my father, even though he treated them like niggers. Woe
betide anyone who spoke to him without raising his hat. A back-handed
stroke of his cane soon sent the offending headgear flying...” In the
same region, the great noble landowners and even their children used the
familiar form of address when talking to the peasants, which is also quite
significant,.

The age-old dominance of the class of great landowners was, however,
undermined on the Continent by the abolition of primogeniture. This did
not prevent rents from reaching their ultimate peak at the end of the 1860s
and the beginning of the 1870s, during the great wave of prosperity which
swept over Europe at the time of the French ‘Second Empire’. After this,
the economic crisis of the last quarter of the nineteenth century produced
a complete reversal of the situation, the results of which can still be felt.
From 1880 onwards, the drop in rent was quite clear. It fell by 30 to 45 per
cent during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. It thus lost
part of the ground it had slowly but triumphantly gained between 1720
and 1880. Marcel Proust’s aristocrats of the Faubourg Saint-Germain,
who lived off rents and the produce of their land, were by then no more
than pale shadows, however fascinating, of their ancestors. In the long run
the effects of the system of equal inheritance, a product of the Revolution,
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made themselves strongly felt. The great landowners lost not only
income but capital as well. They shared, sold, and divided up the estates
of their grandfathers, and, if it came to the worst, became farmers them-
selves. . .in the second half of the twentieth century one might sometimes
see viscounts or even dukes with calloused hands, driving tractors over
their own lands, surviving, somehow or other, as the — somewhat chipped
- figureheads of the rural world. After the Second World War, various
laws, of which the French Statut de Fermage is one example, confirmed the
new relationship between landlord and tenant-farmer. In future, where he
still existed, he was reduced to playing second fiddle.

VI

There was, then, a decline of the class of great landowners who had
previously controlled or manipulated the villagers from their country
houses or their town residences. (This decline must not be exaggerated. In
Normandy in 1975, rents could still amount to a fifth or a quarter of the
gross product of an average quality holding.) There was a decline, too, in
the number of agricultural workers, although there was an improvement
in the individual worker’s standard of living. Given these facts, we have to
ask whether we can talk about the persistence and even the strengthening
of a certain kind of authentically peasant and family-based agriculture.
The answer is yes, provided, of course, that the meaning of these terms is
clear.

Family-based agriculture in the strict sense, as described by Chayanov,
only took on extra hands ‘cyclically’ (during the phase in the family cycle
when the children were too young to help on the farm). It was not a profit-
making system, but rather aimed at the continuity or slight enlargement
of the domestic unit; this unit or ‘cell’ being made up of the family, the
house, the land and even, possibly, certain craft activities as a sort of
‘appendix’. This kind of peasant, family-based enterprise would manage to
operate ‘at a loss’ (the loss being calculated according to strictly capitalist
norms). This was because the members of the family did not draw wages
but were simply fed, housed, and allocated an often minimal amount of
pocket money, which varied according to circumstances.

This is the family-based agricultural system as defined in a strict sense.
In a wider sense, however, it must be recognised that before (and even
after) 1950, the agriculture of continental western Europe knew little of the
more or less total divorce (in European industry and banking, and also in
American capitalist agriculture) between technocratic and old-style family
management. (We are not, for the moment, considering Russian collective
farms or their more or less close imitations in certain parts of eastern
Europe. In Russia, the kolkhoz was not particularly productive, but it did
manage to give Soviet agriculture a bureaucratic-technocratic rather than
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a family character. The process by which this came about included the
great peasant genocide, the destruction of the kulaks around 1930. It
should also be pointed out that the individual holdings of the kolkhoz
farmers, the yield from which was quite considerable, retained their
traditional family management.)

In western Europe the family remained inseparable from the farm,
however big. In this particular case, the analysis of Chayanov is too
narrow. Even when the farm employed permanent wage-workers, which
introduces a ‘capitalist’ element not included in Chayanov’s model, its
management still centred on a family of peasants living on the spot; the
head of this family organised all the work on the farm; his wife specialised
in dairy farming, for example, and took more of an interest, in the twen-
tieth century, in the accounts; the children, especially the son who would
if possible succeed his father one day, took part in the farm work just like
the hired hands (although the spread of education, especially secondaryand
higher education, after 1950 would reduce the importance of child labour).

In 1906, there were between 2 and 2.5 million genuine family-based
farms in France. At a slightly higher level, there were 1.5 million farms
employing up to five hired hands (this figure shows the low productivity
of labour at the time); and then there were 45,000 farms with between six
and fifty workers, and 250 great estates (producing cereals, beets, and
even wine), employing more than fifty workers each. These tens of
thousands of (relatively) large farms obviously corresponded to the
demesnes of the eighteenth century. What is remarkable is that, with a few
exceptions (amongst the ‘giant’ estates in particular), almost all these
units, from small to large, maintained a style of management which was
family-based, according to the model already described. This style of
management had little to do with the methods of a capitalist firm or a
limited company. Between 1906 and 1950 the family character of agri-
culture was maintained and even, paradoxically, reinforced insofar as
mechanisation reduced the number of both seasonal and permanent
workers living on the farm - relative to the size of the farmer’s family.
This family management was capable of a high degree of modernisation
(despite the technocratic myths which, according to ideological prefer-
ence, do not admit any real progress outside the Soviet agro-town or
American capitalist agriculture). It may not be widely known that in
France in the thirty years since the Second World War, it is agriculture
(starting from a very low level, it is true) that has shown the greatest gains
in productivity, higher even than those in industry. The traditional farm
was infiltrated by modern technology; chemical fertilisers after 1880, and
especially after 1900, and on the Continent, threshing-machines before
1940, tractors and combine-harvesters after 1945. It was also infiltrated,
especially after 1950, by more sophisticated methods of bookkeeping and
management.
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At the same time, there took place a rise in the social status of the
peasant and a levelling of the peasant hierarchy. The disappearance of the
great landowners, who had previously dominated the countryside (except
in a few mountain regions like Switzerland), was reflected in more than the
sharp fall in the percentage of the gross national product accounted for by
rent. Things had often reached the point where the peasant bought the
land from the nobleman, the bourgeois, the priest or the distinguished
absentee. This had happened before, during the sale of church lands at the
time of the French Revolution. It was to recur on a considerable scale
during the long crisis of 1880 onwards, which deflected urban capital from
agriculture and encouraged the farmer to buy the land which had dropped
in price.

Abandoned by its day-labourers (who had emigrated to the towns), its
artisans and its great landowners (who had become absentees, or sold their
land), the village became more strictly and authentically peasant — especi-
ally because the farmers themselves had, since the early or mid-nineteenth
century, abandoned the non-agricultural activities (spinning, weaving, etc.)
which had brought them in a supplementary income.

And yet, ironically enough, this peasant, who was more and more
authentically himself, was becoming less and less what he had been in the
past. Primarily, not to mention secondary education put an end to patois;
I shall come back to this in the next section, on attitudes between the
eighteenth and the twentieth century. As they grew richer and had more
contact with urban civilisation, a certain number of peasants rose into the
lower middle class or even higher. Access to property was clearly funda-
mental, whether it was a case of the farmer taking full possession of his
~ land, or a case of semi-ownership, by which the tenant-farmer, thanks to
the ‘droit de marché’ (in Cambrésis, for example), could acquire security
of tenure for himself and his descendants over several generations, though
the land still belonged in principle to the proprietor.

From this point of view, the outer signs of ownership, which are to it
what a beard, whiskers and other secondary sexual characteristics are to
virility, became particularly important; the spread of hedges and then,
from the end of the nineteenth century, of barbed-wire fences, did not
necessarily mark a vital stage in agricultural progress, whatever the ardent
anglomanes may think. In the great Paris plains, where arable farming was
predominant, while cattle-raising was much less important than in Great
Britain, the need for fences was much less urgent than it was to the north
of the Channel, These plains round Paris had managed very well, from the
agricultural point of view, with very few hedges and barbed-wire. The fact
of enclosing property, and doing the job well and aesthetically, was a
material expression of the pride of the working, resident proprietor; and
it could also express the honour and pride of the tenant, whose claim to
the land is often scarcely contested in the twentieth century.
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Vi1

As far as rural attitudes are concerned, the period from the eighteenth to
the twentieth centuries coincided with the final elimination of illiteracy in
the countryside. In countries like France and England, the literacy rate in
1780 was between 47 per cent and 60 per cent (compared with 88 per cent
in ‘enlightened’ Scotland). There had been rapid progress since the end of
the seventeenth century. France, in particular, had begun to catch up with
Great Britain. By about 1900, the figures had increased to 95 per cent
(France), 98 per cent (Scotland), 97 per cent (England and Wales). The
real problem for the rural population in the twentieth century, especially
after 1950, was no longer primary education, now established once and for
all, but secondary and further education. At the same time as this astound-
ing improvement, structural changes were taking place. The primary
schools in the French countryside in the eighteenth century were still run
on Catholic lines, and offered a way to heaven via a better knowledge of
religion. During the nineteenth century, they became at least partly
secularised. The state and even, after 1880, the anticlericals took over the
primary schools in order to snatch the rural masses from the influence of
the church. The primary school teacher had previously been the priest’s
right hand; he became, around 1900, his enemy number one. What is
more, the rise towards the critical threshold of literate males coincided,
according to Lawrence Stone, with a difficult moment, accompanied by a
‘qualitative leap’ in the development of society. It was just below the
50 per cent threshold that the three great European revolutions occurred;
the English in the middle of the seventeenth century, the French at the
end of the eighteenth century, and the Russian in 1905 and 1917. Revolu-
tion does not prevent the relentless advance of elementary education — but
perhaps this diffusion of enlightenment itself encourages revolution.

The spread of literacy amongst the peasants eventually became a sort of
autonomous factor, a pure fact of ‘cultural revolution’, independent of the
underlying ‘base’. This had not always been the case. Between 1680 and
1840, at least, the literate areas of France coincided with the wealthier
villages who had been able to afford the ‘luxury’ of paying for a primary
school teacher. These villages were to be found in north-east France,
where the people were relatively well fed and well built. The zone of
literacy was roughly north-east of a line from Saint-Malo to Geneva.
After 1880, when the steam-roller of literacy, pushed forward by the
government of Jules Ferry, had crushed ignorance throughout France, all
regions became literate, whatever their degree of economic development
or underdevelopment. The ‘superstructure’ was emancipated from the
‘base’.

Scientific agriculture did not spread at the same rate as literacy. It went
through two stages in any case. The first was the period when the essential
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contribution, not widely known as yet, came from specialist agronomists
(who were intermediaries between the practising farmers and the real
scientists). I am thinking, for example, of Duhamel du Monceau and
Frangois de Neufchateau, for the period between Louis XV and Napo-
leon. Then, after 1830-50, came the second period, that of the great
breakthrough; Liebig, Pasteur and other real, first-class scientists
renewed agricultural theory from the outside and by this means changed
the practice of the farmers themselves.

The necessary and sufficient conditions for the acceptance of this intel-
lectual and social progress still had to develop on the spot. Among these
conditions was the improvement of communications. Railways were
necessary to put the new chemical fertilisers within reach of customers
living in the depths of the country. They were also needed to transport the
bearers of ideas about the benefits of the said fertilisers. Another factor in
the ‘agronomisation’ of the countryside (and of rural minds in western
Europe, from north to south), was the levelling out of the differences
between the backward (southern) and the developed (northern) zones. In
France, for example, the area to the south of the Loire began to catch up
with the north. This was a gradual process, but already noticeable in terms
of income and techniques between 1850 and 1880. The growing specialisa-
tion of the peasants made them less allergic to a scientific agriculture.
Instead of the old type of farmer, more or less self-sufficient, like Robinson
Crusoe, there appeared, between 1830 and 1880, wine-growers (in Langue-
doc), beet-producers (in Belgium), stock-breeder and dairy farmers (in
Normandy, Ireland, etc.). These specialist farmers worked with the
market, not to say profit, in mind. They were distinctly more willing to
experiment with sophisticated new techniques than their all-round self-
sufficient ancestors had been, provided that these methods met their
exact needs and took into account their particular problems. Between 1850
and 1900, a half-century during which the peasants were generally thought
to be creatures of routine, the specialist wine-growers of Languedoc, for
example (helped by the School of Agriculture at Montpellier), were quick
to deal with the successive diseases that attacked their vines. These wine-
growers (who did not think of themselves as peasants, it is true), used
chemistry and botany in their fight against oidium, mildew and phyl-
loxera; in other words, they used sulphur, copper sulphate and the tech-
nique of grafting local vines on to American stock.

Last but not least, scientific agriculture could not establish itself with-
out the support of an enlightened élite. This élite, around 1780-1830, was
primarily made up of great noble proprietors flanked by a few wealthy,
landowning bourgeois. A century or a century-and-a-half later, the élite
in question was no longer exclusively or even essentially noble, but rather
bourgeois and to some extent peasant. It was an élite trained in part in the
schools of agriculture, which multiplied after the period 1850-80. It was
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also receiving government support, since the nineteenth-century state
ceased to consider the peasantry as nothing but a reservoir of taxes and
troops. In Ireland (1832), in England, in Sweden, in Prussia, in Alsace-
Lorraine (after 1871), in France (1903), the government organised im-
provements, drainage, and ‘rural engineering’ (the French Génie Rural).
These useful services did not prevent the rural population from consider-
ing civil servants, even those concerned with agriculture, as a race apart;
they were despised by the great landowners because of their low social
status, and they were envied by the ordinary peasants because of their
retirement prospects, their job security, their monthly salary, and so on.
All the same these hated civil servants contributed (to a certain extent) to
the economic growth of an agricultural world in a state of demographic
decline.

In theory and in practice, scientific agriculture advanced on four fronts,
which sometimes but not always corresponded to four successive phases.

First, the ‘mechanical’ front: the agronomist Mathieu de Dombasle’s
plough was known in Lorraine from 1820; it spread far south in the
following two or three decades. The steam-thresher, surrounded by a
whole folklore, first appeared between 1850 and 1880.

The ‘chemical’ front: a practical offshoot of Liebig’s research was the
development of pesticides to guard against vine diseases, and above all the
production of artificial fertilisers. In 1914, the consumption of super-
phosphates in western Europe was nearly a hundredweight for every two-
and-a-half acres.

The ‘biological’ front: thanks to Pasteur, sheep were vaccinated against
anthrax and improvements were made in the fermentation processes of
wine and beer.

Finally, the ‘genetic’ front: dogs and horses had been bred selectively for
the pleasure of the lord of the manor since the Middle Ages, and the
already widespread notion of a hereditary ‘taint’, to be found in human
families too — commoners or nobles —showed a crude awareness of
genetics. This notion could of course give rise to the absurdities of
racism. From the eighteenth century in England, and the early nineteenth
century in France, stock-breeders, who were often ordinary farmers,
selectively bred cattle and sheep for the meat and wool markets. Darwin
(among others) was inspired by their empirical research. Great seed .
merchants, like the Vilmorin family in Paris, did the same in developing
seed corn in the first third of the nineteenth century. From this point of -
view, however, the West was considerably behind China. In the tenth
century, the Chinese empire was sending leaflets to the provinces popu-
larising new early ripening rice seeds. Imagine Hugues Capet doing that!
The fact remains that beyond Darwin and Mendel, the green revolutions
which have sprung from modern genetics, allied to fertilisers, pesticides
and machines, have completely transformed the farmer’s thinking and the
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way he does his job. Hybrid maize has spread across northern Europe;
wheat yields can be as high as twenty-four hundredweights an acre (six
times as great as in the eighteenth century); in the West, armies of com-
bine-harvesters cut the crops in an instant. All this has not put an end to
family-based farming, but it has completely changed it. It has changed
the role of the farmer, for example; his concern with machinery is assimi-
lating him to. . .a garage mechanic.

The peasants now go in for scientific agriculture, after a fashion. To
what extent do they also go in for politics?

To achieve this other step forward, they did not always have to go very
far. The good old style of banditry, in the Carpathians and in Sicily from
the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries, and in the Dauphiné of Louis
Mandrin (executed in 1755), as well as in the medieval England of Robin
Hood, could easily embody for a time the various aspirations of the
popular struggle against oppression. In a famous book, Eric Hobsbawm
has well described the primitive rebels of the most recent Mediterranean
peasant communities, up to the period 1900-10; millenarians in Tuscany;
old-style mafiosi and fasci amongst the peasants of Sicily; anarchists in
Andalusia. In varying degrees, they all tried to limit, oppose or even
destroy the power of the ruling classes; to reduce the amount of rent paid
under the share-cropping system; and to achieve a fairer distribution of
arable land. At the same time, their hopes often crystallised around the
idea of a kind of Last Judgement on Earth. This would finally establish
equality, distributive justice and even mutual love, communism or
anarchy, all rather vaguely defined. Even more primitive or more basic
impulses — straightforward panic, for example — could also contribute to
the politicisation of the struggle. The Great Fear of 1789 was a prelude to
anti-manorial rebellions which (along with other warning bells) sounded
the knell of the old regime.

This nineteenth- and twentieth-century ‘primitivism’ was, however, no
longer characteristic of the more developed peasant communities,
whether economically developed (England) or socio-politically (France).
Are the concepts of ‘Violence’ and ‘Revolution’ any more enlightening ?
In France (certain country areas included), the Revolution of 1830, with
its symbols (the national maypole, and the Gallic cock in place of the
fleur-de-lis), was another 1789 on a small scale. The cycles of specifically
peasant violence are at once far apart and heterogeneous. To continue
with French examples, there were the Chouan revolts of 1793—4; the armed
resistance to Louis Bonaparte’s coup d’état in 1851 ; Catholic riots against
anti-clerical governments in 1902-5; an uprising of the wine-growers in the
South in 1907; the underground in 1943.

To return to the various categories of peasant revolt which have
already been discussed. First of all, the fight against the lord of the manor.
This continued under new forms in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
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and could be extended into a straightforward struggle against great land-
owners; rent strikes by tenant-farmers (in France after 1870); occupations
of great estates by the villagers (in Spain and southern Italy). In Russia,
the 1917 Revolution gave the peasants the land seized from the great
proprietors, thus concluding the movement begun in 1861 with the aboli-
tion of serfdom. The Russian Revolution has inspired bloody but fruitful
peasant wars throughout the twentieth-century world. In 1930, though,
the wheel turned full circle with Stalin’s oppression of the peasants, an
oppression which took a new, and even a ‘socialist’ form.

In Western countries, where the manorial system as such had been
destroyed (France, the Rhineland), a sporadic fight continued against its
surviving symbols (there were a few attacks on country houses in 1830 and
in 1848). Or else the object of attack changed: the state, as master of the
Forestry Commiission, took the place of the old landowners, and became
the target of peasants struggling to preserve their traditional grazing and
foraging rights in woodland areas (‘guerre des demoiselles’, in which the
rebels dressed as women, in the Pyrenees in 1829; this rebellion followed
the introduction in 1827 of new forestry laws which protected the interests
of the state, the preservation of trees for example, at the expense of the
peasants).

However, all this was beginning to turn into folklore. Other forms of
protest also declined in the nineteenth century; they had had their day
(often a bloody one) in the peasant (and urban) revolts of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Protests against the state, for example, led, during
the French Revolution and the First Empire, to the boycotting of con-
scription, that thorn in the side of French peasant youth. The anti-
conscription movement declined after 1815, for obvious reasons; after this
it would only recur in the form of sporadic passive protests in the Massif
Central, the rural population of this area having less to do with the slowly
rising tide of nationalism than ‘our valiant people of the East’. In 1914, the -
peasants all over Europe went as one man to the front. If only (impossible
ideal) they had refused en bloc and in every country, Europe in general, and
the peasantry in particular, would have been spared a few disasters.

As for the protests against the tax authorities, these had given rise to
the famous revolts of the seventeenth century, dear to Porshnev and
Mousnier. They flared up once more in 1848, in central France, with the
sometimes violent resistance to the new ‘45 centime tax’. Poujadism in
France in the 19508 was also a fiercely anti-fiscal movement, but it in-
volved shopkeepers and craftsmen rather than peasants.

Food riots, too, were gradually becoming less common. They united the
semi-proletariat of the countryside with the craftsmen of the towns. They
were opposed to the orofiteers who bought up stocks of grain during
periods of dearth. This alliance of the lower classes was extremely marked
in the ‘flour war’ which took place in the Paris region in 1775. This ‘war’
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illustrated what E. P. Thompson has called ‘the moral economy of the
crowd’, in other words a claim for justice and fair prices within the frame-
work of an archaic or traditional economic system, a system in opposition
to the boldness of laissez-faire. It was not exactly a revolutionary demand.
A little later, food riots were involved in the battles of the French Revolu-
tion, in Paris and in the provinces. This sort of mélée took place when
Simoneau, the mayor of Etampes, was murdered in March 1792, in the
middle of the rising of the labourers of Maine and Perche, outraged by the
shortage of corn and the price of bread. There was a further outbreak of
food riots — one of the last —in 1817, at the time of a west European
subsistence crisis.

These forms of action belonged to the past. What was, more or less,
new in the nineteenth century was the politicisation of the peasant. This
politicisation became more acute with the new practice of regular elec-
tions. The attitudes of the peasants varied according to the region. The
dividing lines were often much older than universal suffrage and they were
to prove astonishingly long-lived.

An example of these long-lived divisions is that between the Whites of
the Vendée and the Sarthe (formerly Chouans and royalists) and the
Republican Blues of the towns in 1793; this opposition was to continue in
different forms until about 1950! There was more to this long and savage
hostility to the towns than conservative ideas of property, religion and the
family.

The Carlists of Spain and the monarchist peasants of southern Italy
would no doubt reveal similar long-standing attitudes which became part
of the peasant identity and expressed themselves in deference to the local
hierarchy. On the other hand, the Romagna, the south of France, Cata-
lonia, Andalusia, and wine-growing districts in many parts had their
hearts on the left and supported the great values of Justice and universal
suffrage. These ‘radical’ attitudes are often to be explained in terms of the
influence of urban (democratic and petty bourgeois) values in the case of
the large wine-growing villages, villages which, in Provence for example,
were, from the cultural point of view, really small towns.

Peasant politics were not concerned exclusively with the opposition
between White and Red, or Right and Left. In the French countryside in
the time of Napoleon and Napoleon III, and again in the period of
nostalgia after their reigns, Bonapartism was a complicated and some-

- times explosive mixture. Among the ingredients were the imperial cult of
order and prosperity, which benefited the countryside; the attraction and
prestige of wearing the uniform of an emperor who led the French
peasants as far as Moscow; and the desire to challenge traditional élites
(here a certain left-wing element, sprung from the Revolution, showed the
tip of its ear under Napoleon’s cocked hat). The ‘legitimist’ élites who had
crushed the villagers with their arrogance did not welcome the charismatic
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upstart Bonaparte, symbol in himself of the national community of the
peasant masses. In the twentieth century, the Fascists and even the Nazis
have been able to turn to their advantage— with unfortunate results - certain
aspects of this peasant Bonapartism, which was not confined to France.

Bonapartism and Fascism were essentially short-term temptations. In
the liberal countries of the West, where feudalism had been swept away,
the peasantry was by no means a natural breeding ground for authori-
tarian ideologies. Indeed, a new social stratum emerged composed of
leading citizens of peasant origin, who respected the institutions of the
republic or constitutional monarchy (depending on the country). It in-
cluded genuine farmers whose economic and social status was sufficiently
high, and also local leaders (merchants, small manufacturers, teachers)
who were of peasant, rather than of noble or upper bourgeois stock. This
new social stratum, precociously established in France, revealed itself in
an institution like the Senate (the ‘great council of the French com-
munes’), or at the banquet held in Paris in 1900 for 20,000 rural mayors,
all wearing dark suits and tricolour sashes.

Mediated by the politicians elected at a national level (who were not
normally peasants), the electoral influence of the peasantry on the destiny
of the nations of continental Europe probably reached its maximum
during the first half of the twentieth century; in other words, at a time
when there was still a high proportion of agricultural workers in the total
population, before the recent exodus from the countryside. Between the
wars this enormous influence was reflected in the often considerable
activity of genuine ‘peasant parties’, which were usually conservative.
They were especially common in eastern Europe, which was not yet
Communist. During the 1950s, the ‘independents and peasants’, a conser-
vative but not authoritarian party with strong rural support, had a certain
political influence in France.

The great ‘isms’ of the long twentieth century (1880-1980) have had an
important effect on peasant life. For example, peasant trade unionism,
originally inspired by militants of noble, conservative, or Christian-
conservative origin. This political traditionalism of the founding fathers
of the great era of the first agricultural trade unions (1880-1940) did not,
however, mean that there was no economic, social or technical progress.
The first unions were shops offering fertiliser, seed, ideas and agricultural
publicity. Left-wing peasant unions did exist, but in spite of their impor-
tance among the wine-growers, they were in a minority in the movement
as a whole. The extreme left asserted itself in the organisations of agri-
cultural workers, woodcutters, etc., especially after 1900. Red trade
unionism, derived from socialist and Marxist tendencies in the towns, thus
infiltrated and inspired the agricultural proletariat. It multiplied the strikes
of the braccianti (labourers), especially in northern Italy and in Languedoc
in the first decades of the twentieth century.
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This working-class trade union movement, though clearly political, is
not to be confused with socialism or communism. The rise of ‘socialism’
or collective farms in Russia, East Germany, Bulgaria, etc., was one thing.
The infiltration of socialist and later of communist ideas into the peasant
communities of southern France or northern Italy was another. These
urban collectivist ideas eventually fused into a curious and often useful
synthesis with the dominant ideology of the smallholders. ‘Marx’ and
‘Lenin’ were thus converted posthumously into wine-growers and
peasants.

Regionalism- sometimes turned into nationalism (Flemish, Breton,
Occitan, Basque, Catalan, etc.). At the beginning of the twentieth century
it often had agrarian and conservative overtones insofar as it relied on
certain rural élites or exalted the patois-speaking, right-minded rural
masses. It was to be revived in the years 196070, but its inspiration had
shifted from the extreme right to the extreme left, and it had been trans-
planted from its rural base to the campuses and the student youth of the
towns.

Regionalism brings us to the problem of what we might call ‘rural
civilisation’. This seems to have reached its peak on the Continent between
1850 and 1914, up to the very eve of the great massacre of the peasants. In
France, where the exodus from the land and the fall in the birth rate began
relatively early, the dates were closer to 1840-1900. This peak came at the
intersection of two trends which are only apparently contradictory. On the
one hand, economic growth, which meant a modest but undeniable increase
in wealth among the farmers, and hence a blossoming of their authentic
original life-style, an increase in consumption, and the spreading of rural
fashions in clothes, furniture, food. On the other hand, the birth rate was
beginning to decline. Until 1900 or 1914 this was only just getting under
way and did not threaten the very existence of the village community, as it
was to do thirty years later. Until the First World War, this community,
though slightly reduced, still retained its solid age pyramid, well weighted
with young people at the base. It also retained a strong core of farmers,
who stood out all the more because the group below them, the rural
proletariat, had partly disappeared as a result of the first exodus from the
land. The second exodus, after 1920 and more particularly after 1950,
struck much more deeply. It emptied the countryside of the farmers them-
selves and sapped the strength of the community through a kind of demo-
graphic anaemia.

To return to the ‘triumphant’ rural civilisation of the second half of the
nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth century. There is no
question of presenting it in a rosy light. There was a fair amount of
serious or at least residual poverty among the lower strata — which were
not always in the minority - of the rural population. This civilisation’s
greatest achievement (which unfortunately did not last) was to have
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breathed into the traditional peasant community a new, wider kind of
existence, technologically, socially and in other ways typical of the late
nineteenth century. At this time the peasant community had certainly lost
some of its most characteristic medieval and early modern features;
common fields, collective grazing rights on fallow fields, and so on. (It is
these losses which lead many historians to talk, ritually, of the decline of
the community, just as they talk, again ritually, of the interminable rise
and fall of the bourgeoisie, and so on.) This so-called decline, however,
conceals a positive transformation and adaptation. In the second half of
the nineteenth century the community acquired or preserved certain
elements of collective life which encouraged social intercourse of con-
viviality, while respecting the autonomy of the family and the household.
Among these elements was of course the church (often done up in neo-
Gothic style), but also the mayor’s office, which was sometimes inflated
into an imposing townhall — Monsieur le Maire now had his place along-
side Monsieur le Curé. There was also the post office, from which emerged
that popular figure characteristic of the new peasant literacy, the postman
on his bicycle. There was the café or bistrot (a centre of male social
activity and sometimes in woodland regions such as Normandy and
Ireland, the privileged scene of an alcoholic subculture). There was, too,
the local railway station; the public washhouse and the communal foun-
tain, sometimes in monumental form, both of which offered new places for
the village women to chatter and pass on information. There were the new
local shopkeepers, who marked the beginning of a ‘consumer society’ (the
butcher, baker, etc.); and of course there was the school for boys and girls,
under the anticlerical care of that august pair, the primary school teachers,
married to one another for better or for worse.

The 1920s would only add one more to these symbols of communal
life: the memorial to the dead of the First World War; and one might
wonder whether the circumstances which gave rise to this were indispen-
sable to the development of community consciousness.

Apart from this forest of symbols (bistrot, church and townhall), rural
civilisation was above all preoccupied with its daily bread, with a certain
way of preparing and eating soup or pancakes or bacon —a way which
varied, of course, with the country and, even more, with the region. The
Bretons ate buckwheat pancakes; the northern Italians and the people of
Aquitaine, polenta or maize gruel. The history of these rural eating habits
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries can be summed up in two
points. In the first place, food shortages came to an end. The peasants
went from empty stomachs to full ones, relatively speaking, of course.
(The last great food shortage in western Europe, which turned into a
lethal famine in Ireland, was in 1846—7; as for the serious food rationing of
the Second World War, this affected the towns more than the countryside,
which even — let it be said without shocking anyone — enjoyed a brief
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period of prosperity between 1940 and 1945, thanks to the high price of
foodstuffs, not to mention the black market.) The end of food shortages
after 1850 did not by any means lead to the uniformity of regional eating
habits. Under the Second Empire the people of Dauphiné were to keep
their cabbage sausages, and those of Picardy their leek flans.

A second, distinctly later stage involved the standardisation of eating
habits and the disappearance of differences between regions and also
between town and country. As far as France is concerned, the typical meal
became steak and chips, camembert, red wine and white bread. This
change took place very slowly between 1850 and 1950 and it was com-
pleted only after the latter date. It was a result of the influence of the
towns on the countryside, but it did not necessarily represent ‘progress’.

Real ‘progress’ is of course to be measured in terms of calories, vitamins
and mineral salts. The proof of the improvement in the diet of the country
people emerged only gradually; it was reflected in the distribution of tall
people (over 1.7 metres, let us say). These people, whose height is the result
(amongst other factors) of a balanced diet, are no longer to be found only
in northern France and, in general, in northern Europe, as was the case in
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. (This temporary northern
advantage was later to be used as justification for the dangerous racist
idiocy about the superiority of the tall blond Aryans.) In 1830, a Proven-
gal villager was distinctly smaller than a Flemish farmer. In 1950, the man
south of the line from Saint-Malo to Geneva had caught up with his
northern brother. Only the Bretons lagged behind, as a result of the under-
development of the Armorican peninsula. In the middle of the twentieth
century, they still had a high percentage of small men.

Although they were small they were well dressed — at least on Sundays.
The peak of rural civilisation in the nineteenth century (till about 1880),
coincided with a flourishing of folk costume. The villagers’ Sunday best
was quite different from the fashions of the town, as it was modelled on
old-fashioned town or even court costumes. In 1830, for example,
Breton women would dress, on holidays, like Catherine de’ Medici. This
extravagance in appearance was part of a certain conception of peasant
family honour, the external signs of which were to be seen in the Sunday-
best parade. This concern for honour, as well as the desire for comfort, is
also reflected in the nineteenth-century expansion northwards of the
Mediterranean house, built of stone, with a roof of tile or slate. The use of
thatch, which was a fire hazard, decreased dramatically at this period, as it
was blacklisted by the first insurance companies. Houses built of wood, or
half-timbered, sometimes painted, still held their own despite an increase
in those built of stone: many fine examples are still to be found in Ger-
many, England, Alsace, Normandy and in the Basque region.

Rural civilisation was not constant over time. As Maurice Agulhon has
suggested, it went through cycles in which some elements disappeared and
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others came to the fore. Witchcraft, for example, in its benign form, was an
integral part of the cultural life of the villagers; it included, in varying
degrees, the bewitching of enemies and other spells, the popular medicine
of the bone-setters and the fortune-telling of wise women, contact with
ghosts and soothsaying. The belief in astrology and the influence of the
moon on everything which waxes and wanes was equally fundamental.
On the other hand, the more sinister diabolical phase of witchcraft, when
the women would go to ‘sabbaths’ and kiss the rump of a goat, now
belonged to a distant past and had virtually disappeared at the end of the
seventeenth century. Moreover, it would seem that these dreadful sab-
baths were almost always pure invention on the part of the priests and the
magistrates, who extorted ‘spontaneous’ confessions from the wretched
‘witches’ under torture.

Let us leave these church devilries. On the whole, the traditional
peasant culture still flourished in the first half of the nineteenth century.
There were veillées, social evenings for work and pleasure at which the
women span, the young people flirted, and the men told jokes and mended
their tools, or when everyone might perhaps be busy shelling nuts. There
were outdoor games on the common (football in England, skittles or
bowls on the Continent). A specifically popular literature also developed
and spread. This was aimed at those who could now read and also at those
who could not, but who could listen to someone else stumble through the
book at the evening gatherings. It was made up for the most part of
almanacs, gardening and cookery books, handbooks of etiquette,
medieval romances, and so on. In France it was known as the ‘blue
library’ (la bibliothéque bleue), and it was spread by pedlars. It first
developed in Champagne, at the printing presses of Troyes, in the seven-
teenth century; between 1700 and 1850 it simply grew in size and variety.
This ‘blue library’, which virtually disappeared a century ago, was super-
imposed on to the old, purely oral stratum of folktales which had been
transmitted for centuries from the Urals to Gibraltar and vice versa.

About 1850, roughly speaking, a new pattern of leisure and culture was
established. For the men, the café and the discussion of the (possibly
‘red’) newspaper replaced the more traditional veillée (which could have
a royalist, or even Bonapartist flavour). Urban games (cards, lotto, billi-
ards, dominoes) were established in the countryside under the male
auspices of the café. The ‘republican neo-folklore’ (as Maurice Agulhon
calls it) of the drum and the bugle replaced the hurdy-gurdy and the
bagpipes, so popular in the old Celtic regions. These changes took place
according to the same rhythm as changes in transport; the light cart and
the local railway were replacing the ox wagon and the pack mule. Nowa-
days, a third pattern has taken over: television, tarred roads and cars
have relegated to the museum those comparatively recent improvements in
communications, the train and the bistrot. Suddenly, the railways and the
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café on the main square, previously considered dangerous disseminators
of speed and new ideas, have come to be bathed in nostalgia and regrets
for a ‘golden age’, real or imagined.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries popular culture was even
more flamboyant and had greater resources than in the past, exalting,
expressing (or inverting) itself in the regular festivals of the year. Although
pagan associations are not to be excluded, calendar festivals were linked
with different saints’ days and with the various stages in the life of Christ
(Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, and so on). Each village had its patron
saint, whose feast was celebrated annually with a fair and with secular
games involving the young people. On the shortest and longest days of the
year, there were bonfires symbolising fertility (the Yule log and the fires
over which young people jumped on St John’s Eve). The Roman Satur-
nalia and the annual return of the dead were marked, according to the
region, by the celebration of the end of winter (Carnival) or the beginning
of winter (Hallowe’en, All Saints, All Souls). Republican or national
festivals were celebrated locally with drums, bugles, flags and parades (as
in the case of the French 14 July, the anniversary of the taking of the
Bastille).

The different stages in the life cycle (‘from the cradle to the grave’) were
marked by another series of celebrations, starting with the christening and
ending with the great feast which followed a funeral. This second series of
celebrations also included the various ‘rites of passage’ of young adult-
hood (for example the festival of the ‘conscripts’, the age group liable to
be called up for military service), especially the wedding celebration, which
was extraordinarily lavish; it consecrated the reproduction of the house-
hold over the generations as well as the entry of the young man and woman
into their new, wedded, fertile state. Hence the gastronomic excesses
illustrated in the ‘Normandy wedding’ in Madame Bovary; and also the
demonstrations of hostility, by means of ‘charivari’ or ‘rough music’, in
the event of a marriage contracted by elderly people, widowers or
strangers to the village. In the general decline of village festivals in the
twentieth century, thanks to the exodus from the land and the spread of
mass culture, wedding celebrations have survived rather better than
calendar festivals.

These festivals suggest that the peasants were extremely religious (in
both a Christian and a pagan sense). The traditional infrastructure of their
attitudes was a kind of pantheism or untutored ‘Spinozism’, in which
divine forces were mingled inseparably with those of nature, of the woods,
lakes, fountains and crops. In this complex situation, the important
question is to determine when the process of ‘dechristianisation’ began.
Dechristianisation in two senses; both rationalist secularisation and the
revival of traditional naturalistic paganism. On this point, Michel
Vovelle’s answer (weighed and measured) is one of the clearest; it was
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around 175060 that the insidious destruction of baroque and/or Jansenist
Catholicism began, very slowly, in rural France — a pioneer in this respect.
This Catholicism had a very strong hold over the countryside, thanks to
the network of seminaries and other breeding-grounds for clerical shock
troops. Its hold had been strongest at the end of the seventeenth century
and even during the first four decades of the eighteenth century. However,
the first half of the eighteenth century was the time when the Enlighten-
ment, in the towns, under the auspices of the young Voltaire, pointed the
way to quite another intellectual development, which had nothing more
to do with the clergy. The separation from the church was at first minimal;
it coincided with the slight dechristianisation of the countryside after
1750; but during the following long nineteenth century, from 1789 to
1914, it was gradually to become a destructive torrent. This was first due
to the influence of the French Revolution; and later to the ‘school without
God’, established by the left-wing politicians of the Third Republic. In
Europe as a whole, however, rural islands or bastions of Christianity with
a high density of faithful and a good record for the production of priests
survived for a long time. This was the case, for example, in the Armorican
peninsula, in the southern Massif Central, in Ireland, Bavaria, Sicily,
Poland, etc.

The process of dechristianisation which took place between 1770 and
1914 was at least partly responsible for the change in rural attitudes to-
wards sex. The church had long banned contraception, but rural couples
had scarcely thought of it till then. In the eighteenth century, rural society
was ready for contraception, even if it did not yet practise it. From 1770
80 onwards, peasants in several regions of France (the Paris basin,
Normandy, Aquitaine) began to imitate the distinctly older practices of
certain urban élites (the bourgeoisie of Geneva, the peerage, etc.). They
were thus initiated into the ‘deadly secret’ of birth control, ‘that deadly
secret unknown to any other animal but man’. They began, hesitantly, to
practice coitus interruptus. Conscription into the revolutionary and im-
perial armies also contributed to the loss of innocence among the young
peasants turned soldiers by bringing them into contact with the world of
prostitutes. The new laws of succession at the end of the eighteenth
century and Napoleon’s Civil Code strengthened this tendency towards
the use of contraception. Obliged now more than in the past to share his
estate among all his children, the rural landowner of peasant or bourgeois
stock could only be encouraged by this Code to limit the number of his
offspring. ‘No more than one calf out to grass’ (Pas plus d’un veau a
I’herbage), as the Norman peasants would say in the nineteenth century,
expressing their desire, not always achieved, to produce no more than one
son. From 1860 on, the whole of western Europe, headed by England,
together with certain cast European countries (like Hungary), were
moving very slowly towards the practice of birth control; including the
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peasants of Germany, north Italy and Scandinavia, though to a lesser
extent than the town-dwellers. It took the communist revolutions of
Russia and Poland to persuade the peasants of these Slav nations (the
Czechs were more precocious) to follow, with some misgivings at first, the
‘bad example’ of the West.

The secularisation of values was not synonymous with a weakening of
morality or an increase in violence. Quite the contrary. The traditional
concept of ‘honour’ was widespread in the countryside, and not only
among the nobility. It was particularly strong in Mediterranean regions.
In the seventeenth and even in the eighteenth centuries, much bloodshed
was caused by vendettas between families. Corsica, for example, broke all
records between 1680 and 1720 - in that shepherd culture, homicide, for
the sake of honour or any other reason, had a marked effect on demo-
graphic trends. On that island, arquebuses went off as easily as fireworks.
The rate of violent death in Corsica in peacetime around 1700 was not far
below that in Europe during the horrors of the First World War! During
the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth century, a gradual and partial
change of attitudes took place. The implacable and bloody concept of
honour gave way to the more benign and relaxed notion of decency
(honnéteté), spread by the primary schools, the family and the church. All
this reinforced the trend towards more peaceable behaviour already
noticeable during the old regime. It was to take the vicious urbanisation
of the Common Market era, the new models of extreme violence offered
by the mass media, and the rampant Americanisation of European
society, to reverse this long-term trend and bring in a new wave of
murder, rape, muggings and hold-ups. This wave has affected above all
the great urban agglomerations and has so far barely made itself felt in the
little that remains of the rural world.

Is this ‘little that remains’ (still less in 1975 than in 1950) destined to
disappear? If the question is put like that, it is outside the scope of this
study, which is not aimed at telling the future. Let us not shed too many
tears over the final demise of rural civilisation. Those who have fled the
countryside, once overcrowded, now underpopulated, to settle in towns
have found there a higher standard of living and a more varied existence
than they left behind.

Yet in spite of the undeniable poverty which prevents us regretting its
passing too much, rural civilisation at its height, around 1870 and again
around 1900, was successfully integrated at a local, regional and national
level. It is this rich rural synthesis which the creeping urbanisation of the
twentieth century has been determined to destroy, without always know-
ing why, or how to replace it.
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CHAPTER VI

BUREAUCRACY

1. Definitions

UREAUCRACY is a word in constant everyday use. Over the last
B generation or so, its use has become far more common among his-
torians, as well as social scientists, political commentators, journa-
lists, politicians, and the public at large. Perhaps inevitably, its meanings
have multiplied to the point where clarity and agreed definitions often
seem to have been lost, and more heat than light is generated. For the
purpose of historical discussion, there are three principal meanings of the
word which need to be distinguished before proceeding any further.

(1) Bureaucracy as administration, either public or private, by full-time salaried
officials, who are professionals, graded and organised hierarchically, with regular
procedures and formalised record-keeping, and recruited for the tasks in hand. This
is essentially the definition established by the great German sociologist of the late
nineteenth-early twentieth century, Max Weber; the word has most often been
used in this sense by historians and social scientists since then.

(2) Bureaucracy as a political system or other institution where power resides in
the hands of such officials. Logically this meaning is impossible without (1), but it is
often used independently without strict adherence to (1). The Oxford English
Dictionary and political theorists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in
particular have used this meaning, where the word is an amalgam of classical Greek
and modern French - an addition to terms like aristocracy and democracy.

(3) Bureaucracy as a pejorative description of (1), and/or (2), signifying: ‘form-
filling’; ‘red-tape’; procrastination and frustration; a waste of time, money and
resources; the stifling of enterprise and initiative; the rule of ‘jacks in office’. In
recent years, this heavily political or ‘ideological’ meaning has come to be shared by
the neo-laissez-faire, individualist Right and by some sections of the revolutionary
Marxist as well as anarchist Left; but it is frequently used by people of all political
persuasions or none in particular, to describe something they instinctively dislike
and cannot otherwise define.

A point of particular controversy is whether bureaucracy, in any of its
meanings, can only refer to public, and governmental institutions, or
whether it is also applicable to private ones - in commerce, finance and in-
dustry, and in other areas of life. A possible compromise is to argue that
bureaucracy, in its fullest sense, should be limited to the public sector,
although the adjective bureaucratic and the noun bureaucrat(s) may be
applied with equal fitness elsewhere. Weber himself clearly envisaged
bureaucracy in private industrial corporations as well as in state admini-
stration; indeed he specifically commended a system of checks and
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balances between the two, and pointed out that under complete state
socialism this would inevitably be lost, leaving the individual in the
shadow of a single vast hierarchy. A recent American study suggests, on
the contrary, that a bureau, as opposed to any other form of organisation,
is partly defined by its main output — of goods, services, or other activities
—not being subject to market-evaluation. Amongst other things, a bureau-
crat is one whose output, the quality and quantity of whose work, cannot
be calculated on a market basis. On this definition, some government
departments and officials might not be bureaucratic, while even within the
private sector certain institutions and their staffs would be.! In a mixed
economy, such as that of the later twentieth-century United Kingdom,
this produces some rather paradoxical distinctions. For example, did the
British Post Office cease to be a bureau when it was transformed from
being a government department into a nationalised industry in 1969-70?
And was the size of the British civil service correspondingly reduced at a
stroke by the total number of full-time postal and telecommunications
employees ? Since in the 1930s an absolute majority of all non-industrial
civil servants in Britain were employed by the Post Office, and since as
late as 1951 they comprised over 40 per cent, this would indeed have

‘represented a ‘de-bureaucratisation’ beyond the wildest dreams of the
protagonists of laissez-faire. Clearly there is an ‘Alice-in-Wonderland’, or
‘Through-the-looking-glass’ danger here, if we let our worries about
definitions obscure our perception of historical realities. And any historian
whose ideal remains that of Leopold von Ranke, to see and understand
the past wie es eigentlich gewesen, is tempted to prefer more neutral terms
like office-holding and civil service to bureaucracy, although on reflection
this will be seen merely to evade or disguise some of the difficulties, not to
overcome them.

The same author who proposes the criterion of exemption from market
forces rejects Weber’s famous definition in terms of hierarchy and ration-
ality, retaining only the criteria of the size of the organisation, and the
fact of its staff being full-time and professional. The recruitment and

! A. Downs, Inside Bureaucracy (Rand Corporation Research Studies, Boston, 1966, 67),
esp. ch. i1; contrast with From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, transl. H. H. Gerth and
C. W. Mills (London, 1948). The article, ‘Bureaucracy’ by R. Bendix in the International
Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, vol. 2 (New York, 1968) is a judicious and helpful
introduction. The expository literature, both on Weber’s theories and on the sociology of
bureaucracy, is now extensive. See Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of
Interpretative Sociology, ed. G. Roth and C. Wittich (3 vols. New York, 1968), vol. 3,
chs. xi-xiv; also M. Albrow, Bureaucracy (Key Concepts series. London, 1970); D. Beetham,
Max Weber and the Theory of Modern Politics (L.ondon, 1974); P. M. Blau, Bureaucracy in
Modern Society (Studies in Sociology series. New York, 1956); T. B. Bottomore, Elites and
Society (The New Thinker’s Library series. London, 1964); M. T. Dalby and M. S. Werth-
man, eds.), Bureaucracy in Historical Perspective (Topics in Comparative History series.
Glenview, IlL., and London, 1971); R. K. Merton and others (eds.), Reader in Bureaucracy
(New York and London, 1952); W. J. Mommsen, The Age of Bureaucracy: Perspectives on
the Political Sociology of Max Weber (Oxford, 1974); D. Warwick, Bureaucracy (Aspects of
modern sociology series: Social Processes. London, 1974).
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promotion of personnel are related to their role in the bureau and its
functions. Interestingly these definitions, just as much as Weber’s, would -
if strictly applied — rule out most pre-nineteenth-century governments.
Vital sectors of central administration, for instance in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century England, were still numerically tiny, so that there
could still be ‘face-to-face’ personal relations at all levels. Moreover many
of their personnel were either courtiers or parliamentary politicians, or
simply part-time amateurs (especially members of royal commissions and
parliamentary and other committees). Many were recruited, perhaps it
would be safer to say, gained admission, on grounds far removed from
their ability and their technical or educational qualifications.!

As for the private sector, one serious difficulty is lack of source material.
With very few exceptions, the best studies of industrial and commercial
bureaucracy in the United States of America and France are in fact taken
from the public, or semi-public sector. In Britain only a few historians of
private industry and finance have shown any awareness of the problem at
all.> Some institutions which are neither governmental nor economic
(industrial, commercial, financial) in purpose and function are relatively
well documented, and have been much studied. Pre-eminent among these
is the Roman Catholic Church and in particular the central administration
of the Papacy itself. The same applies to the church in England before the
Reformation and the Church of England since then. Similar studies either
have been made, or would be feasible, for other large religious organisa-
tions and for other Christian denominations.?

Before attempting any historical assessment of bureaucracy, either as a
system of power, or as the abuse of power, we must try to see what can be
established about it in the first, more descriptive, sense, as a type of
administration.

1 One of the most ambitious but also most persuasive of recent general works, while it
distinguishes between public or governmental, and private or industrial bureaucracy, has no
doubt of the latter’s existence: Henry Jacoby, The Bureaucratization of the World (Berkeley,
Cal., 1973; original German edn Soziologische Texte series, no. 64. Neuwied and Berlin,

1969).

% See for example P. M. Blau, The Dynamics of Bureaucracy (Chicago, 1955); M. Crozier,
The Bureaucratic Phenomenon (Chicago, 1964); P. Selznick, Leadership in Administration
(Evanston, Iil, 1957). The clearest exception known to me is A. W. Gouldner, Patterns of
Bureaucracy (Glencoe, Ill, 1954). Among the large, specially commissioned ‘company
histories’ of recent years, few devote any attention to this; but note brief references in D. C.
Coleman, Courtaulds: An economic and social history, I Rayon (Oxford, 1969), ch. xiv; and .
C. Wilson, Unilever 1945-1965 (London, 1968), chs. 2 and 3. See further discussion in the
last section of this chapter. :

3 For a brief outline, see R. W. Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle
Ages (Pelican History of the Church, vol. 2. Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1970), ch. 4; and *
in more detail for one period, Bernard Guillemain, La Cour Pontificale d’ Avignon 1309-1378,
Etude d’une société (Paris, 1966; 1st edn. Bibliothéque des Ecoles Franqaises d’Athénes et -
de Rome, fasc. no. 201, 1962). Of numerous works on English ecclesiastical administration, |
few deal specifically with the bureaucracy; see, however, Rosemary O’Day and Felicity Heal
(eds.), Continuity and Change. Personnel and administration of the Church in England 1500-
1642 (Leicester, 1976), esp. ch. 3.
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2. Chronology: the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries

The New Cambridge Modern History covers the period from the Renais-
sance (the mid-, or later-fifteenth century) to the Second World War (the
mid-twentieth century). However, the history of western and central
Europe, in this as in other respects, displays much essential unity over a
longer time-span from about the eleventh, twelfth or thirteenth centuries
to around the middle or later eighteenth century. Naturally there were
great changes in government and administration during the course of
between 500 and 700 years. And those who still favour the idea of a tran-
sition from medieval to modern history around 1450-1500, or of a trans-
formation of feudalism into capitalism at whatever date within this
chronological framework, will be reluctant to accept the arguments for
continuity. The case for this is partly that of the general historical context:
the obvious fact that Europe remained primarily agricultural and rural,
however important the commercial and urban sectors of society and the
economy may have been. Politically the surviving republics were few,
small and decentralised; monarchy and aristocracy were still politically
and socially predominant. Technological and scientific changes had not
yet begun to transform the whole material basis of life at the rate they have
done during the past two centuries. It is surely likely that changes in
administration will be limited by the general stage of historical develop-
ment: it is not necessary to subscribe to economic or any other kind of
historical determinism to accept this. For instance, bureaucracy in any
sense is hard to imagine in a non-literate society, although alphabetic
writing is not of course a prerequisite; nor among nomads, or those
whose effective political units are no larger than an extended family. Until
very recently these criteria would have excluded the possibility of its exis-
tence in the Arctic regions of North America and North Asia, Australasia
and the Pacific islands, extensive areas of sub-Saharan Africa, and the
upper Amazon region of South America. It is tempting to go further than
this, and to say that bureaucracy is impossible without an established
urban sector, and a sizeable middle class, or at least without enough
people who are neither priest kings, leisured aristocrats or warriors, nor
mere manual-working drudges. But here and there exceptions could
certainly be produced to confound even these broad generalisations, while
even some of the relatively developed states of early modern Europe
were heavily dependent on foreigners to staff their administrations: the
bureaucratic equivalent of mercenary soldiers. None the less, a measure of
political as well as geographical stability, political units of above a
minimum size, organised town life, and a middle class are prerequisites:
in philosophic terms, necessary but not sufficient causes of the develop-
ment of bureaucracy.

In no state, not even in Prussia, could there be said to have been a fully
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professional civil service before the end of the eighteenth century. In all
the monarchical countries of Europe, many administrators were still the
personal servants of the monarch; many subordinate officials were
appointed by their seniors and not by the state, indeed many were the
employees of their superiors, entering and leaving the public service with
them. For many their offices were still a species of property, to be acquired,
exploited and disposed of like other kinds of property. In several countries
the tenure of many offices was still semi-hereditary. Officials were re-
munerated, and recouped themselves, in a variety of ways, but it was still
the exception for them to be wholly dependent on fixed salaries from the
state; very many depended on a combination of fee or salary payments
from the crown or the public purse, perquisites in money and in kind, fees
and gratuities from other officials and from members of the public who
needed to make use of their services, and what we should call downright
plunder of royal or public resources and the acceptance of bribes over and
above gratuities and presents. Only in a minority of cases was there yet
any adequate regular provision for pensioned retirement. The criteria for
appointment, promotion and dismissal were varied and often unclear.
Usually, birth and family connections, political, regional or family
patronage, and wealth (making possible the purchase of office or at least of
favour) were more important factors in entry to office than technical
qualifications or general ability, let alone success in open competitive
examinations. In many cases, once appointed, officials were all but
irremovable.

Granted that the system of office-holding had some similar features in
most of the European states, it should be possible to make some com-
parisons of its relative importance. If the number of officials employed
under the Crown is taken as the decisive element, then office-holding must
have been a much more important influence in France than in England.
Throughout the period from the sixteenth to the late eighteenth century,
the number of office-holders was vastly greater in France (see Table 2).
This is not to say that proportionately more people took part in govern-
ment; indeed at the local level, the number involved on a part-time basis
in the government and legal institutions of counties, cities, boroughs,
manors and parishes, may have been larger in England than the corre-
sponding total in France. But if office-holding, as a profession affecting
economic and social structure, and affording opportunities for upward
social movement, is to be correlated with numbers, then it must have been
proportionately more important in France — and in several other states of
continental Europe — than it was in England. Notwithstanding this, some
branches of government were at least as large in England as elsewhere: for
example the royal household under the Tudors and early Stuarts was
probably larger, and proportionately costlier, than in France under the
last Valois and the Bourbon kings. Despite the massive takings of many
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English officials in fees and gratuities — far in excess of what they were
paid by the crown — the total burden of the state on society was heavier in
France; the level of taxation per head of the population was higher in
France than in England or the Netherlands until the very late seventeenth
century. Then the costs of war and the extension of the fiscal system that
accompanied and provided essential support for it, began to change this;
so that by the time of the great wars from 1689 to 1713, the tax burden
may have been as heavy in England as it was in France, and was perhaps
even heavier in the United Provinces. However, while the French system
of office-holding was more rigid, with a stronger hereditary element in it,
in England and other states where the civil service was numerically
smaller but more open to outsiders, royal and later public service may
have provided a better way for people to make their way up the economic
and social ladders.

If we think of taxation as comprising the total burden of the state upon
society, it must be extended to include the amount taken by officials and
others direct from members of the public in fees, gratuities, and so on. But
apart from this, we may think of taxation as operating in three possible
ways, each of which may in turn have been either intended or unintended :
the tax system may have been ‘progressive’ in the sense of bearing more
heavily on the rich than on the poor, the few than the many, and so tend-
ing to redistribute wealth in that direction; alternatively, it may have been
‘regressive’, and have operated in the opposite way, making the rich richer
and the poor poorer; or it may have acted to preserve equilibrium, not
effecting a redistribution either way. A variant form of regressive taxation
is to effect redistribution from the population at large — of all levels and
classes — to those in office — rulers and petty functionaries alike. For con-
venience, this may be called the ‘Court-Country’ model. If all the material
advantages of office-holding are included, as well as taxes in the narrower
sense, then the ‘Court-Country’ fiscal hypothesis may seem to fit the facts
more closely than any other, at least for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Europe and perhaps for parts of the Third World today. But it is well to
remember our ignorance of basic population and income data before the
nineteenth century. In the absence of reliable quantitative evidence, the
economic effects of office-holding and taxation in the early modern
period must remain largely conjectural. The kinds of taxes that could be
levied depended on the constitutional position in each country, but also
on the nature of its economy. A large volume of overseas trade, as in
England and Holland, meant that customs duties on exports and imports,
could play a more important part in the fiscal system than elsewhere. A
large middle class, or rather a relatively large number of people of
middling wealth, would make certain kinds of commodity or sales taxes
possible without these bearing excessively on the masses of the poorest
people as they would if levied mainly on necessities. Up to a point there is
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a contrast here between France and the Castilian parts of the Spanish
Empire on the one hand and the United Provinces and England on the
other. Sweden under Gustavus Adolphus and again under Charles XII is
an example of a fairly heavily taxed but not very rich country, where the
monarchy’s prestige and popularity and its apparent readiness —up to a
point — to side with the people against the nobles enabled it to get away
with more than elsewhere, and more than at other junctures in Swedish
history, for example under Christina and in the minority of Charles XI.
Generally speaking, it seems unlikely that taxation acted progressively in
any state before the later nineteenth century, though there may have been
temporary, local unintended exceptions to this. The relative share borne
by the wealthiest sections of society, the middling and the masses, probably
varied more with constitutional and economic factors than according tothe
deliberate intentions of governments.

What are often thought of as the most characteristic features of the old
administrative system were not all equally fully developed in the same
states. For instance, venality was sometimes deliberately used by the
crown or other agencies of government as an additional source of revenue,
sometimes by the office-holders themselves as a part of the material
rewards for their services. In the seventeenth century (but this is also
broadly true for the longer time-span from the sixteenth to later eighteenth
centuries), it was most widespread in Castile, Italy (except Florence),
France and south-west Germany, next most in England; less so, on the
whole, in the northern and eastern parts of Europe. Tax-farming, the
banding over of whole sections of the revenue system to individuals or
syndicates of financiers (who might or might not technically be office-
holders themselves) came and went in England, Sweden, Brandenburg-
Prussia, was most widespread and longest lasting in France. Dependence
of officials on fee payments, or at any rate on payments other than fixed
salaries from the state, was all but universal with temporary exceptions in
England during the Interregnum and Republic (1642-60) and permanent
ones elsewhere, especially by the eighteenth century in Prussia. By twentieth-
century standards what would be considered as corruption on the part
of officials was likewise virtually universal, though again there were
important variations between different states and at different times in
the same countries. The attitude of absolute or would-be absolute govern-
ments (which in this period means monarchies) was ambivalent. They had
to accept venality, tax-farming, fee-payments, and tolerate corrupt prac-
tices because of their own financial needs and the limits of their effective
power, yet the traditional office-holding system often gave its members
some security of tenure and ability successfully to oppose royal policies of
which they disapproved from within the administration. The role of the
officiers during the Fronde (1648-53) and their resistance to the French
crown’s use of commissaires (especially the famous Intendants) is only the
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most obvious and dramatic example of this. Again, this might operate to
preserve social and political immobility in some cases, to affect change in
others. If such a broad generalisation has any value, the old administra-
tive system may be seen as part of a society of estates, or orders, a
Stdndestaat, which by the nineteenth century was being replaced by a
society divided into social classes, defined by their economic position, and
for which another type of administration had become appropriate.*

In several countries institutions were organised on the ‘collegiate’
principle. In this way a group of office-holders, often with an internal
order of seniority, but sharing collective duties, privileges and responsi-
bilities, did the job that would otherwise have been done by one, or by a
vertical hierarchy of officials. The seventeenth—eighteenth century English,
then British equivalents were called ‘boards’ or commissions. As with
venality, tax-farming and payment by fees and gratuities, the collegiate
system certainly had medieval origins, but it too reached its apogee in
seventeenth-century France. There the system of office-holding was at
once so necessary to the crown as a major source of revenue and so ineffici-
ent and unresponsive to royal and ministerial requirements, that the sys-
tem of commissaires had been developed alongside it. From being tem-
porary, ad hoc and extraordinary, the commissaries in turn became
institutionalised as the intendants who came to have their own sub-
ordinate staffs, creating a new hierarchy between the king and his mini-
sters at the centre and government action in the localities. Several of the

t K. R. Swart, Sale of Offices in the Seventeenth Century (The Hague, 1949) is the most
ambitious attempt at a general, comparative study, with valuable bibliography to that date;
see also O. Hintze, Historical Essays, ed. F. Gilbert (New York, 1975), esp. chs. 6 and 7.
On western Europe in general, see also T. Aston (ed.), Crisis in Europe 1560-1660 (London,
1965), ch. by H. R. Trevor-Roper and comments by R. Mousnier and others (also available,
with additional comments in Past and Present, nos. 16 and 18 (1959-60) ; C. Wilson, Economic
History and the Historian (London, 1969), ch. on ‘The Over-Taxation of Empires’. For
France, see particularly Roland Mousnier, La Vénalité des Offices sous Henri IV et Louis
XIII (Rouen, 1948; repr. Paris, 1971), and his collected articles in La Plume, La Faucille et le
Marteau (Paris, 1970); also Dix-Septiéme Siécle, nos. 42-3 (1959). ‘Serviteurs du Roi’, by
Mousnier and others; Edmond Esmonin, Etudes sur la France des XVII® et XVIII® Siécles
(Univ. de Grenoble, Publications de la Faculté des Lettres et Sciences Humaines, no. 32.
Paris, 1964), esp. Pts. 1 and 3; for the eighteenth century, F. L. Ford, Robe and Sword: The
Regrouping of the French Aristocracy after Louis XIV (Cambridge, Mass., 1953). For
England, see G. E. Aylmer, The King’s Szrvants: the Civil Service of Charles I, 1625-1642
(London, 1961; rev. edn, 1974), and Tne State’s Servants: the Civil Service of the English
Republic, 1649-1660 (London, 1973); G. R. Elton, The Tudor Revolution in Government
(Cambridge, 1953); J. Hurstfield, The Queen’s Wards (London, 1958), and Freedom, Cor-
ruption and Government, reprinted articles and essays (London, 1974), chs. 5-7; J. E. Neale,
‘The Elizabethan Political Scene’, in Procs. Brit. Acad., 34 (1948), and in Neale, Essays in
Elizabethan History (London, 1958); L. Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy 1558-1641
(Oxford, 1965), ch. viii; H. R. Trevor-Roper, The Gentry 1540-1640 (Econ. Hist. Rev.
Supplements no. 1. Cambridge, 1953). On Sweden, in English, see R. Hatton, Charles X1 of
Sweden (London, 1968), Index entry ‘Sweden, administration’; M. Roberts, Gustavus
Adolphus (2 vols. London, 1953-8), vol. 1, ch. vi and ch. vi, sections vii and viii; vol. 1,
ch. 1, sections ii and v, ch. m, section iii, and book review in Eng. Hist. Rev., xc1 (1976),
642-3.
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reforms by the rulers of Sweden, Brandenburg-Prussia and Russia in the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were derived directly or in-
directly from French models, or from what were presumably believed to be
the desirable features of French government under the two great Cardinals
and then Louis XIV. By the eighteenth century Prussia was itself becoming
a model for other states, especially in central and eastern Europe. In
western Europe, Castile had developed in the sixteenth century the first
great ‘imperial’ administrative system of modern times, exhibiting on a
larger scale many of the same features which were to be found in France
and England; in parts of Central and South America, Spanish rule was
superimposed on the existing Indian culture and institutions, along lines
which with various modifications were to be followed by the Portuguese,
the Dutch, the French and the British in different parts of the non-
European world.! Yet the decline of Spanish power and in the vitality of
Spanish government was so precipitous during the seventeenth century
that by the time of the new dynasty of Bourbon kings in the eighteenth
century, effective reform in Spain involved eclectic borrowing from France
and elsewhere. In Italy, the major city states, notably Milan, Florence and
Venice, had by the fifteenth century developed techniques of administra-
tion which put them in this, as in most other respects, ahead of the rest of
Europe; and especially in the methods of inter-state diplomacy. But the
process of borrowing was to a large extent also part of the process of
swallowing up. And as the Habsburgs gained control of much of central
and northern Italy, the republican city states ceased to have much
influence, except in the case of Venice as a rather abstract constitutional
model. As for the first new republic, indeed the first new ‘nation’ of the
Western world, in the United States of America there was at first an
attempt to keep central administration to an absolute minimum. In so far
as the new federal executive under the Constitution (1788-9) required
some officials and departments, the Americans borrowed ideas and tech-
niques from their erstwhile imperial rulers the British but also improvised,
and generally sought to avoid what they (rightly) saw as the excesses and
corruptions of the Old World - in this case of the old administrative sys-
tem whether in France under Louis XVI or in Britain under George III.

Perhaps the clearest long-term change in western Europe between the
twelfth and the seventeenth centuries is the extent to which the institutions
of central government had become distinct from the household and
personal ménage of the monarch. This process, which the early twentieth-

! See R. Morse, ‘The Heritage of Latin America’, in L. Hartz (ed.), The Founding of New
Societies (New York, 1964); J. H. Parry, The Sale of Public Offices in the Spanish Indies
under the Habsburgs (Berkeley and Los Angeles, Cal., 1963); J. L. Phelan, The Kingdom of
Quito in the Seventeenth Century: Bureaucratic Politics in the Spanish Empire (Madison and
Milwaukee, Wisc., and London, 1967), esp. ch. 17; M. Sarfatti, Spunish Bureaucratic

Patrimonialism in America (Inst. of International Studies, Politics of Modernisation ser.,
no. 1. Berkeley, Cal., 1966).
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century British historian T. F. Tout described as ‘going out of court’,
involved a series of progressive formalisations, physical as well as institu-
tional separation or ‘hiving-off’, and often the creation of new informal
‘inner rings’ to replace those which had become too large and cumbrous,
too physically distant and impersonal, to serve the needs of effective
policy-making and the quick carrying out of decisions once taken. Nor
did this process come to an end in 1800; in a sense it is still with us. The
establishment of the Office of the President in the United States (1939) may
well be regarded as a latter-day equivalent to the French administrative
changes of the 1520s or those in England during the 1530s. Likewise
Hitler’s use of the Schutzstaffel (or SS) against the Sturmabteilungen (or
SA) in 1934 has earlier parallels in Peter the Great’s action against the
Streltsi in 1696, and even in the conflicts between praetorians and legion-
aries from the provinces in the later Roman Empire. No American
President, however hard-working, can retain direct personal supervision
and control over the whole federal executive merely by having a bigger
and better personal office, whether inside or outside the White House
itself. Not even Frederick the Great, the very archetype of the ‘bureaucrat
king’, could by his latter years maintain total oversight and domination
of his entire administration. His successors lacked both the desire and the
ability even to attempt it. Yet in a small country with a relatively simple
structure of government this may still be possible for brief periods. By all
accounts the regime of Dr Salazar in Portugal during the 1930s and 40s
came very near to the ideal of complete personal oversight. But most
modern dictators, regardless of their political colouring, have no more
been able to achieve such total direct control than have the leaders of
parliamentary or other constitutional governments. It is, for example,
sometimes said that Peel in the 1840s, Gladstone in his first ministry (1868-
74) and Wilson in his early years as Prime Minister (1964—6) so succeeded.
A moment’s reflection tells us that while each may have enjoyed a remark-
able personal dominance over his respective cabinet colleagues and have
had an unusually good grasp of what was going on in the main depart-
ments of government, this cannot even in the nineteenth century have
extended below ministerial level, and by the later twentieth century must
have been a physical impossibility there too.

To be able to generalise in a meaningful way, it may be better to look at
what early modern European governments were trying to do, rather than
seeking to characterise their civil services in the abstract. First and fore-
most came the safety, well-being and splendour of the state itself, which
usually meant that of the sovereign and his or her court and entourage.
Here, in the relationship between royal courts and government as a
whole, there had been the most marked changes, going further in some
countries than in others, between (say) the fifteenth and eighteenth
centuries. By far and away the biggest preoccupation of all states was with
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the preparations for and the effective waging of war. Military expenditure,
and all the by-products of military preparations, would seem to have
constituted a proportionately bigger drain on national wealth and
financial resources for many countries in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries than they were to do in the nineteenth century. As a proportion of
total governmental activity and expenditure, war may even have been
more important than in the twentieth century, although we lack the neces-
sary information to make exact comparisons. Internal security, the en-
forcement of law and order, the exercise of justice, like defence against
external enemies, are pre-occupations of all governments at all times in
recorded history. But here too this role bulked larger, relatively speaking,
than it has come to do in the last two centuries or so. Taxation, which
took many forms and was administered in varying ways, was designed
mainly to provide for the maintenance of royal courts and the establish-
ments of government themselves, for armies, navies, buildings, fortifica-
tions and diplomacy, and for a few other, strictly limited purposes. This
can be related to the last area of governmental activity, what we may call
general administrative control, especially in the three areas of economic
regulation, particularly for foreign and colonial trade, of poor relief, and
of education. Only in a few states was expenditure on the last of these more
than a minute proportion of the whole; in general expenditure on social
welfare was only a small fraction of the total anywhere. The best brief,
general account of the development of public administration in western
Europe since 1660, written a generation ago, concentrated on the fields of
general administration (including the reform of civil services themselves),
conscription for military service, taxation, social services, and education.?
But in all cases, most of what Ernest Barker had to say related to the
period after 1789, much of it to the last hundred years with which he was
concerned.

How successful were the, countries of early modern Europe and their
governments at discharging the tasks which they set themselves? Al-
though boundaries changed with war and dynastic accident, few states
ceased to exist, and in so far as there were no successful popular and
permanent revolutions from below, they avoided disaster. But measured
by any more positive and exacting standards than this, the success which
they achieved obviously varied very widely indeed, not only from country
to country but also from one epoch to another within the same countries.
It might be possible to take a series of strong, reasonably efficient admini-
strations by early modern standards. as one archetype: the Spanish-
Habsburg Empire under Charles V and Philip II; England under Thomas

! (Sir) Ernest Barker, The Development of Public Services in Western Europe 1660-1930
(London, 1944), originally published as a chapter in E. Eyre (ed.), European Civilisation:

its origins and development, vol. v (Oxford, 1937). Although limited to a comparison of
England, France and Germany, this is still very well worth reading.
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Cromwell and then again under William Cecil; France under Richelieu
and Louis XIV, Sweden under Gustavus Adolphus and Chancellor
Oxenstierna and then Charles XI; Russia under Peter the Great; Branden-
burg-Prussia under the Great Elector and again under Frederick William I
and his son, Frederick the Great. One might contrast with these the situa-
tion of countries under weak, corrupt, or otherwise inadequate rulers, or
in chronic conditions of ineffectiveness and disarray: France from the
1560s to 90s; Spain under Philip IIl and again under Charles II; Russia
during the Time of Troubles in the immediate pre-Romanov era; Poland
almost throughout; the Ottoman Turkish Empire between the great
Sultans of the fifteenth and early sixteenth century and the Kiuprili revival
of the seventeenth century; England under James I and perhaps at times
under Charles II. This is not to argue that the quality of rulers and of their
favourites or chief ministers made all the difference; only to suggest that it
may be instructive to consider how much they did in fact count for in
relation to the tasks which governments set themselves and the means at
their disposal to achieve these. The reader who wishes to pursue this line of
thought will find ample materials for doing so in many chapters of the
New Cambridge Modern History from volumes 1 to vii. It would be
plausible to conclude that, by twentieth-century standards, the differences
between the most and the least successful early modern governments are
less striking than their similarities. Nor is it easy to estimate how much
difference the variations in tone and quality at the top made to ordinary
people at the receiving end. The collectors, billeting officers, recruiting
sergeants, constables and magistrates or their equivalents may sometimes
have behaved better because of a particular ruler or minister of state, but
only sometimes and most often only within narrow limits. Indeed the
quality of the harvest and the character of the local landlord or town
governors may very often have mattered more to ordinary people than the
differences between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ kings and ministers. For example,
even if there were less waste and dishonesty and sheer incompetence, the
military and fiscal burdens of the state on society might well be heavier
under an effective than under an incompetent ruler. Many governments
of the utmost reputability by the standards of their own time relied on tax-
farmers for key sectors of revenue collection — a system that, by twentieth-
century standards, seems inherently unsatisfactory, being all too likely to
lead to extortion and exploitation. Nor should we forget that even Jeremy
Bentham - founding father of utilitarianism in Britain and so indirectly
a decisive influence on governmental reformers from the 1830s to 70s —
defended venality, on the grounds that a state would get better officials
from the classes with enough money to buy their way in than it did from
those who entered via aristocratic patronage and family connections.! On

! Besides the works cited in n. 1, p. 171 above, see J. van Klaveren, ‘Die Historische
Erscheinung der Korruption...’, Vierteljahrschrift fiir Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte,
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the other hand, tax-farming had disappeared in Britain before the end of
the seventeenth century, and by the end of Bentham’s lifetime substantial
advances had been made towards a salaried civil service, whose members
were distinct from office-holding politicians. This is a reminder that, within
individual countries, developments could be very uneven as between dif-
ferent sectors or branches of administration: some revenue services and
some military supply departments often being among the most advanced,
royal households and law courts often among the least.

Where the other differences in historical circumstances and context are
too marked, it may be misleading to press any such comparisons too far.
And the rest of this chapter will be largely devoted to testing out the
hypothesis that nineteenth- and twentieth-century administration, and so
bureaucracy, is substantially unique, with only the loosest and most limited
earlier parallels. The reasons for this may seem shatteringly obvious. Yet
the very fact of giving the reasons for this transformation may well be to
beg the question of the connection between administrative changes and
those in the economy and society to which that administration belongs.
That is to say, is modern bureaucracy simply a uniform response to, or a
product of, industrialisation, urbanisation, and democracy or ‘mass
politics’?

3. Chronology: the nineteenth and twentieth centuries

Looking at the history of the last two hundred years or so, the main
problems relate to numerical growth and the reasons for it, to the nature
or quality of modern bureaucracy, and to its social and political role. If
growth in the numbers of public officials or civil servants has not simply
been continuous and uniform, in proportion to total populations and to
the level of economic development, what other influences have caused it to
vary between different countries and in the same countries at different
times ? Secondly, how far can the rate of growth be related to other factors
such as wars and revolutions, as well as to levels of wealth, complexity and
technological development? How far are the scope and functions of
government — notably in the fields of social welfare and direct economic
management — decided on political grounds and then found to be reflected
in the size and scale of the bureaucracy? How far is there, and has there
been, a meretricious, ‘Parkinsonian’ growth of bureaucracy and the
number of bureaucrats in the third, pejorative sense of the word ? Has this
trend been accelerating in the twentieth century, and, if in some countries

vols. 44-6 (1957-9), and J. Vicens Vives, ‘The structure of the administrative state in the
16th and 17th centuries’, Rapports IV, Histoire Moderne (XIth International Congress of
Historical Sciences. Stockholm, 1960). For corruption in the twentieth century, see below,
PP- 191-2 and 192 n. 1. The most recent discussion is in Betty Behrens, ‘Government and
Society’, ch. viii of The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, vol. v, The Economic
Organisation of Early Modern Europe, ed. E. E. Rich and C. H. Wilson (Cambridge, 1977),

PP- 549-620.
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more so than in others, why ? Then there is the whole Weberian notion of
a change from a patrimonial to a rational bureaucratic system, and how
far outside Weber’s ‘ideal types’ this has or can ever be expected to have
come about. It may be helpful to take the transition in Prussia and then in
modern Germany between the eighteenth and the twentieth century as a
kind of locus classicus or testing ground. Finally, what of the existence of
a distinct bureaucratic class, and its relation to the ruling class in dif-
ferent kinds of state and society ? Has the growth of bureaucracy in the last
century or so tended in more cases to impede social mobility and accentu-
ate social stratification or — vice versa — to accelerate mobility and reduce
stratification ? Does this in turn depend upon the presence or absence of
private ownership; and at that point do we move out of the realm of
historical study into that of political debate between Marxists and non-
Marxists ? Unfortunately for the purposes of easy definition, Marx’s own
most extended discussion of bureaucracy occurs in one of his earliest
writings, his Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’. This was written in
1843, but remained unpublished until the 1920s. The relevant passages are
of remarkable interest for the intellectual history of the nineteenth
century as well as for the development of Marx’s own thought. He effec-
tively rebuts Hegel’s claim that civil servants constitute a ‘universal class’
or a ‘class above classes’; yet the style and the form of the argument are
still markedly neo-Hegelian. Whatever may have been the case later in his
career, at this stage Marx was emphatically not a Marxist.! In the
twentieth century, as we shall see, heterodoxies and cross-currents may be
found both among Marxists and their opponents in this debate. For
example Djilas and Hegedus argue that there can be a bureaucratic class
even in a socialist state; non-Marxist Western social scientists disagree
on the contrary point, as to whether bureaucracy can exist in the private,
- profit-making sector. This is not meant to be a definitive list of themes or
problems, only to indicate possible lines of thought.

In the development of public administration since about 1800, no two
countries present an identical pattern. Yet in almost all the general trend
has been in the same direction. How is this to be explained ?

By the eighteenth century some countries had moved a good deal
further than others towards having what we should recognise as a modern
civil service, or indeed a rational ‘Weberian’ bureaucracy — by almost any
standards, Prussia probably the furthest of all. Not that we should think of
the three great Hohenzollern rulers: Frederick William, the Great Elector
(1640-88); King Frederick William I (1713-40); Frederick II, ‘Frederick
the Great’ (1740-86) as having consciously decided to create a modern
civil service. Identifying monarch and state to an unusual extent, they
simply wanted the most efficient and obedient administration that they

1 Karl Marx, Critique of Hegel’s *Philosophy of Right’, ed. Joseph O’Malley, transl.
Annette Jolin and J. O’Malley (Cambridge, 1970), esp. pp. 41-54, 80.
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could get. There are several good accounts of Prussian administration
during this period.! For our purposes, the decisive question is: how nearly
had this system come to being a bureaucracy in the modern, or ‘Weberian’
sense ? For instance, centrally administered examinations for entry into
office were introduced in 1770, conceivably influenced by knowledge of
their use in China. But too much should not be made, here or elsewhere,
of examinations in themselves. There is a distinction between qualifying
tests of numeracy or literacy (see the famous description in Anthony
Trollope’s novel The Three Clerks, which he tells us in his Autobiography
was founded on his own experience!), and entry to office by competitive
examination. More important, however, even the latter may make little
difference to the kind of people who get in, if the social, educational and
other circumstances continue to favour candidates from a particular
background. Thus in Prussia there was apparently little to show for the
examinations system until into the 18oos. Under Frederick the Great
himself promotion within the administration may well have depended on
merit (that is ability and achievement) more than anywhere else at the time.
Yet members of the nobility still predominated at the top, probably to a
greater extent than under his more austere and - in a perverse way — more
egalitarian father. Despite some imitative moves in Saxony and Austria, the
superiority of Prussian administration stands out unmistakably. Compar-
able reforms and rationalisation in Bavaria came, under French influence,
in the 1790s—-1800s. Already in Prussia the notion of all, from the monarch
and his ministers down to the most junior royal officials, as servants of the
state was more than a mere propaganda slogan. As with the development
of public administration and modern bureaucracy in general, it is an ideal
which has carried its own dangers as well as benefits for humanity. The
extent to which the effectiveness of Prussian government depended on the
ability and hard-work of its rulers appeared after Frederick II's death
under his mediocre successors, Frederick William II and ITI. Legal reform,
directed by the great cameralist Cocceji, had been amongst Frederick’s
earliest concerns; the King and his advisers returned to this aspect of
government towards the end of his reign. A revised general law code was
in active preparation under the direction of Carmer, a younger jurist also
influenced by the cameralists, when Frederick died. It was partly their
dislike of the rule of court favourites and cabinet secretaries — the equiva-

1 These include: H. Brunschwig, Enlightenment and Romanticism in 18th-century Prussia
(Chicago and London, 1974); F. L. Carsten, The Origins of Prussia (Oxford, 1954); R. A.
Dorwart, The Administrative Reforms of Frederick William I of Prussia (Cambridge, Mass,
1953), and The Prussian Welfare State before 1740 (Cambridge, Mass, 1971); J. R. Gillis,
The Prussian Bureaucracy in Crisis 1840-1860 (Stanford, Cal., 1971); C. Hinrichs, Preussen
als historisches problem, ed. G. Oestreich (Berlin, 1964); O. Hintze, Historical Essays, chs. 1
and 2; W. Hubatsch, Frederick the Great Absolutism and Administration (London, 1973 and
75); H. C. Johnson, Frederick the Great and his Officials (New Haven, Conn. and London,

1975); H. Rosenberg, Bureaucracy, Aristocracy and Autocracy: The Prussian Experience
1660-1815 (Cambridge, Mass, 1958).
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lent of thirteenth-century curiales or familiares, and of twentieth-century
political advisers or members of a ‘kitchen cabinet’ — that led the senior
bureaucrats to insist on its being revised before its promulgation in 1794.
The Aligemeines Landrecht (1794) is perhaps most important in Prussian
history for its assimilation of all the Hohenzollern territories, stretching
right across northern Germany, thereby laying the legal basis for a unitary
state. For our purposes it reflected the tensions between the court camarilla
and the established departmental hierarchy. The code recognised the
traditional social classes or estates of birth (Geburtstinde), but also the
estates defined by profession or occupation (Berufstinde); and these
included the administrative class or ‘bureaucracy’ (Beamtenstand), which
was accorded special rights and privileges, even protection against the
monarch himself. It is still debatable how far an ossifying administrative
system, without Frederick the Great’s capacity to stimulate as well as
merely to supervise, was responsible for Prussia’s disastrous defeats by the
Napoleonic armies in 1806-7; inept political and military leadership and
out-dated military methods would seem to have been more to blame. Be
that as it may, a leading role in the Prussian reform movement of 1806-13
was assumed by members of the Beamtenstand, albeit (and perhaps signifi-
cantly) in the case of Stein and Hardenburg by officials of non-Prussian
origin. So far was the personal role of the monarch eclipsed, that the period
of nominally monarchical reaction which followed the Napoleonic Wars
and the subsequent reconstruction of Germany has sometimes been called
‘theage of bureaucratic absolutism’ (1815—48). Despiteits own vulnerability
and internal political divisions, the Prussian bureaucracy helped to bring
about the defeat of both the liberal and the popular revolutions (1848-50),
and then adapted itself to the rapidly industrialising Prussia of the 1850s—
6os and after. Despite difficulties in the stormy years of the 1860s, this
only partially reformed but considerably altered civil service proved an
effective and generally willing instrument for Bismarck’s policies. To
begin with, the only German imperial administrative bodies after the
creation of the Second Reich in 1871 were the Chancellery and its off-
shoots including the diplomatic corps, the Army (in some but not all
aspects), the Navy (very tiny then), and the Customs (going back to the
Zollverein of the 1830s). Gradually from the 1880s on, additional depart-
ments of state and ministries were separated from the Chancellor’s office.
But to a large extent there were still separate administrations in Prussia
and in the other German princely states until the First World War.
Although Prussian and German administrations remained distinct under
the Weimar constitution (1919-33), indeed the old principalities and other
states were simply replaced by Ldinder in an almost federal system, a
unified German civil service can probably be thought of as having emerged
by the 1920s. Despite its shattering loss of independence and self-respect
during the Third Reich (1933-45), and the disasters of defeat, occupation
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and partition which followed (1945-8), the civil service in the Federal
Republic of the later twentieth century is thus the heir to a long tradition
in what may fairly be called - even if to some this may seem a dubious
distinction — the premier bureaucratic state in Europe.?

Whether or not Prussia and then Germany was the most bureaucratised
country, it by no means had the largest number of civil servants per head
of population (see Table 2).

Of all continental European countries, France has the longest con-
tinuous history of centralised rule, as a unitary state. While many institu-
tions of the ancien régime were casualties of the Revolution, there was
considerable continuity of personnel, and even more continuity — it may
be argued — in the spirit and style of French administration. Whatever the
potential decentralising tendencies of the constitutional regime of 17912,
under the Jacobins of 1793-4 there was an abrupt return to centralised
absolutism, even if this was now bourgeois or popular and not monarchist
and aristocratic. Moreover, building on the new territorial units, the
départements of 1790, which had replaced the old provinces, the republi-
can system was further improved upon during the Consulate of Napoleon
Bonaparte (1799-1804). At the departmental level, a new type of central
appointee, the Préfet, was endowed with powers resembling, but in some
respects exceeding those of the old Infendants. At the same time a simi-
larity to the Prussian Beamtenstand-staat can be seen in the new supreme
appellate tribunal for all intra-administrative disputes and cases between
individual officials and the state, the Conseil d’Etat. Through all the sub-
sequent political upheavals — of Empire, Restoration, July Revolution,
Orleanist Monarchy, 1848 Revolution and Second Republic, Presidency
of Louis Napoleon, Second Empire, Third Republic, Vichy, Fourth, and
even Fifth Republics, these two institutions have survived, if naturally with
changes of role and composition. The prestige and self-esteem of the top
French administrators, the grand corps, despite a temporary near eclipse
under Vichy and the Occupation (1940-4) has remained second to none.
Likewise the corporate solidarity of the French civil service as a whole
seems to reflect a continuous heritage from the days of Sully, the two great
Cardinals and the Sun King. As for the characteristics which are used to
define modern, rational bureaucracy, fully professional recruitment was
relatively late to emerge; open competitive entrance examinations only
being introduced by stages from 1875 to 1900. (In the neighbouring king-
dom of Belgium, they came as late as 1939.) One historian of the French
civil service sees the crucial stages in the emergence of the modern theory
and practice of la fonction publique as having been under the First Empire
(1804-14), in 1848, and after the Liberation in 1946; a fuller code of
statutory safeguards, partly to protect civil servants against political inter-

1 For the period c. 1871-1960, see H. Jacob, German Administration since Bismarck:
Central Authority versus Local Autonomy (New Haven, Conn., 1963).
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ference, was drafted in 1873 but never passed into law. Another recent
authority suggests two formative periods in the long-term development of
modern French administration: ¢. 1770-1800 and 1914-44. Perhaps the
seeming disagreement depends on whether one is more concerned with
agonising reappraisals or with positive reforms.

Only briefly under the Second Republic, in 1848, was there any sus-
tained attempt to recover the early revolutionary ideals of popularaccount-
ability and decentralisation, evident in 1789-91 and effectively submerged
ever since then. Despite the attempts at regionalisation under de Gaulle
and his successors, the French civil service continues to act as a unifying
force: bureaucratic in the rational sense at the top, all too often bureau-
cratic in the pejorative, unpopular sense lower down. Whatever dif-
ference may be made by further development towards a ‘mixed’ economy,
so far there seems to be a marked difference between administration in
clerical and in industrial situations under state employment. There may
well be comparable differences between the personnel of the Sociéré
Nationale des Chemins de Fer Francais (or state railways) and of the
French postal services, although both ~ like the entire teaching profession
- are technically fonctionnaires. The abortive upheaval of May 1968 can
from one angle be seen as an anti-bureaucratic revolt, a bloodless successor
to the anti-authoritarian tradition of the Paris Commune nearly a century
earlier. The precedent of the Léon Blum Popular Front ministry in 1936
suggests however that even a major leftward electoral shift of power does
not necessarily involve fundamental changes in the relationship between
the elected government and the civil service, though this is to move un-
wisely from history to prophecy.?

Whereas some of the leading Italian city states had been in the vanguard
of administrative progress during the Renaissance, the story of Italian
government for a long time after that is one of decline and disintegration
or at best of stagnation. Only Venice survived as a genuinely independent
republic, after Florence was absorbed into the Grand Duchy of Tuscany,
for long a Habsburg client state; in Rome the papal bureaucracy shared
with the English monarchy the perhaps dubious distinction of being able to
claim the longest continuous institutional history, for example in certain

1 See B. Chapman, The Prefects and Provincial France (London, 1955), esp. ch. 1; E.
Grégoire, La Fonction Publique (Paris, 1954), and 2nd edn The French Civil Service (Brussells,
1964); B. Le Clére and V. Wright, Les Préfets du Second Empire (Paris, 1973); F. Legendre,
L’Histoire de I' Administration de 1750 & nos jours (Thémis ser. Paris, 1968), and L’ Admini-
stration du XVIlIme siécle a nos jours (Thémes et Documents series. Paris, 1969); Nicholas
Richardson, The French Prefectoral Corps 1814-1830 (Cambridge, 1966); J. Siwek-
Pouydessau, Le Corps Préfectoral sous la troisiéme et la quatriéme république (Paris, 1969);
Alan B. Spitzer, ‘The Bureaucrat as Proconsul: The Restoration Prefect and the Police
Generale’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vii (The Hague, 1964-5), pp. 371-92;
V. Wright, Le Conseil d’Etat sous le Second Empire (Paris, 1972); also art. by C. H. Church,

‘The Social Basis of the French central bureaucracy, 1795-1799° in Past and Present, no. 36
(1967). And see M. Crozier, The Bureaucratic Phenomenon (Chicago, 1964).
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unbroken series of records; in the south the Bourbons of Naples-Sicily
inherited the remnants of what had been the vigorous Spanish Habsburg
administrative system of the sixteenth century.! In this, as in other
respects, there seems no reason to doubt the traditional view, namely that
the French revolutionary and Napoleonic invasions and conquests were the
great awakener of modern Italy. If at the political level Italian unification
bears strong superficial resemblance to that of Germany, the administra-
tive outcome was very different. This arose from the absorption first of the
north, then of all Italy by the ancient mountain kingdom of Savoy. Pied-
mont, as it had come to be known, thus formed the nucleus of what was
on paper a much more centralised state than the Second Reich of Bis-
marck and Wilhelm II. Historians agree that the beginnings of a national
administration in the 1860s saw a process of ‘Piedmontisation’ in the rest
of Italy.? Paradoxically, but in a way which has parallels with under-
privileged regions elsewhere, by the twentieth century a much higher than
random proportion of all Italian civil servants were southerners by
origin. Whether because of the initial superimposition of Piedmontese
and other northerners on to the existing personnel of government in
the other provinces, or more as a consequence of the repeated political
compromises and evasions of the entire period from the 1870s to Musso-
lini’s march on Rome, modern Italy has had one of the largest civil
services (proportionate to total population) of any major state. Despite the
defeat, division, civil war and occupation of 1943-5, there was no really
thorough-going ‘de-Fascistification’ procedure at the lower levels of the
public service, comparable to the ‘de-Nazification’ attempted in post-
war Germany (1945-8). And, unlike Germany, Italy has survived the
Second World War as a single state. Administrative malaise, including by
all accounts widespread corruption, has probably been more of a brake on
economic growth and on a sense of social and geographical unity than in
any other Western parliamentary-democratic state.

In one respect Britain’s case has been peculiar, some would say fortu-
nate. The great era of civil service reforms, which made possible the
development of a rational modern administration, alias a Weberian
bureaucracy, was spread over nearly a century (c. 1780—~c. 1870); above all
it substantially preceded the really massive growth in the numbers of
officials and in the complexity of government. Of course there were more
government employees (excluding the armed forces of the crown) under
Gladstone than there had been under the younger Pitt; moreover, in the

! See P. Burke, Tradition and Innovation in Renaissance Italy: A Sociological Approach
(pb. edn London, 1974), ch. 9; H. G. Koenigsberger, The Government of Sicily under Philip
Il of Spain (London, 1951).

* The best general account for the period of Cavour and his immediate successors now
appears to be G. Candeloro, Storia dell’ Italia moderna, v, La costruzione dello Stato unitario
(Milan, 1968), esp. ch. I, sections 2—4, ch. 11, section 3, Ch. 1v, section 7, and Nota Biblio-
grafica, pp. 426-9. See also R. C. Fried, The Italian Prefects, A Study in Administrative
Politics (New Haven, Conn., 1963).
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period from about 1830 to 1870, there can now be seen to have been much
more positive use of administrative means to implement public policies
than a superficial reading of Dicey’s famous Law and Public Opinion in
England (1905), and an equation of that whole epoch with doctrinaire
laissez-faire, had previously suggested.! None the less the growth in the
costs of government and in the numbers of those in its employment, both
at the national and at the local level, only accelerated dramatically at the
end of the nineteenth and in the early twentieth century.? To many people
living in Britain the rate of growth since then has often seemed not merely
fast but portentous and deplorable. Excluding the Post Office and
nationalised industries, the great question of the later 1970s is whether the
total number of civil servants can be kept below three-quarters of a
million and perhaps reduced to 700,000. As regards the quality of admini-
stration in modern Britain, there have been relatively few serious scandals,
involving either dishonesty or ‘bureaucratic’ highhandedness, while many
more of the cases involving corruption have touched local government
than the civil service proper. There has, however, since the 1950s been
growing dissatisfaction — closely related to dismay at the decline of British
economic strength — with the alleged harm done by ‘generalists’ in the
Treasury and elsewhere, instead of the ‘specialists’ from whom it is
asserted the country would have got better value than it has done from the
‘apotheosis of the dilettante’.?

Whether or not late twentieth-century Britain is an ‘over-governed’,
excessively bureaucratised country, the proportionate growth in numbers
of officials and state employees during the last hundred years or so has

1 The best general account is now H. Parris, Constitutional Bureaucracy (London, 1969),
esp. chs. vin and 1x; see also G. Sutherland (ed.), Studies in the growth of nineteenth-century
government (London, 1972), esp. Introduction and chs. 1-1r; J. R. Torrance, ‘Sir George
Harrison and the growth of Bureaucracy in the early nineteenth century’, Eng. Hist. Rev.,
vol. 83 (1968); C. R. Middleton, ‘The Emergence of Constitutional Bureaucracy in the
British Foreign Office’, Public Administration, vol. 53 (1975); W. L. Guttsman, The British
Political Elite (Studies in Society, 1st edn, 1963; rev. edns, 1965, 1968), esp. ch. 11. Older
works should not be neglected, especially E. W. Cohen, The Growth of the British Civil
Service, 1780-1939 (London, 1941). On a more general level, note Sir Edward Bridges,
Portrait of a Profession (The Rede Lecture, Cambridge, 1950) and K. C. Wheare, The Civil
Service in the Constitution (Centenary Lecture. London, 1954).

2 M. Abramovitz and V. F. Eliasberg, The Growth of Public Employment in Great Britain
(National Bureau of Economic Research, general series, no. 60. Princeton, New Jersey, 1957);
A.T. Peacock and J. Wiseman, The Growth of Public Expenditure in the United Kingdom
(London, 1961 and later edns); J. Veverka, ‘The Growth of Government Expenditure in the
United Kingdom since 1790’, in Scottish Jnl. of Pol. Econ., vol. 1 (1963).

3 See the notorious ‘Fulton Report’: Report of the Committee, 1066-8, The Civil Service
(Command 3638, 1968), in which the hand of Sir Harold Wilson’s academic protégé, Dr
Norman Hunt (now Lord Crowther-Hunt), has been discerned, esp. ch. 1, but note also the
admirable reservation by Lord Simey, pp. 101-3; see also Thomas (now Lord) Balogh, ‘The
Apotheosis of the Dilettante: The Establishment of Mandarins’, in H. Thomas (ed.), The
Establishment (1959) and in Thomas (ed.), Crisis in the Civil Service (The Great Society ser.,
no. 7, 1968). For a balanced response, see Parris, Constitutional Bureaucracy, ch. x. On

personnel, besides the Fulton Report, vol. 3, see R. K. Kelsall, Higher Civil Servants in
Britain From 1870 to the Present Day (London, 1955 and 66).

183

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



BUREAUCRACY

been greater than in most comparable states. But it might well be argued
that, compared to Bismarckian Germany, the Third French Republic,
even post-Cavourian Italy, later nineteenth-century Britain was distinctly
‘under-governed’.

It will hardly be thought that the same could be said of Britain’s great
rival for empire and influence in Asia during the nineteenth century. The
pre-1917 Tsarist empire in Russia is often portrayed as the epitome of a
bureaucratic autocracy. Some characteristic features of Western admini-
stration had been deliberately imported by Russia’s rulers during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, especially by Peter the Great (1682
1725) and Catherine the Great (1762-96). In theory the Russian aristo-
cracy, more so even than that of Brandenburg-Prussia under Frederick
William I, was a ‘service nobility’, in which social rank depended on
position in the royal administration. But by the nineteenth century it has
been shown that there were huge numbers of nobles who at no time had
any regular connection with the imperial civil service. Indeed for a country
of such vast area and population the Tsarist administration was by no
means so enormous as to be totally out of scale with that of other states.
Furthermore, the highly unfavourable image of the Russian nineteenth-
century bureaucracy is largely the product of novelists and other writers,
often émigrés critics of the regime. While the Russian government was
unquestionably an autocracy, and there was — if only in a semi-Weberian
sense — a large bureaucracy, there is more than a touch of propaganda and
caricature in the accepted version. More interesting and less easy to
answer is the question whether the combination of political and intel-
lectual repression with faster economic development, under Stolypin and
others in the last phase before 1914, also involved any significant moves
towards a more modern, ‘rational’ bureaucracy. For the Russian empire
to have survived as long as it did, and to have endured two major wars and
a revolution before its collapse, may suggest that some at least of its
administrators were not wholly incompetent and unprofessional.}

At first sight 1917 appears to mark a more abrupt and fundamental dis-
continuity in the history of Russian administration than 1940-4 does in
France, 1943-5 in Italy, or even 1945-8 in Germany. The Marxist-
Leninist regime which came to power through the Bolshevik Revolution
displayed a marked ambivalence towards professional administration and
bureaucracy : almost an example of that ‘love-hate’ relationship charac-
teristic of the whole revolutionary Left in modern times. According to the
orthodox Marxist interpretation, all existing administrative systems, and
above all that of imperial Russia itself, were part of the political and
ideological superstructure of the old order, be that bourgeois capitalist or
feudal-autocratic in terms of its economic basis. Whether the pre-

1 H. Seton-Watson, The Russian Empire 1801-1917 (Oxford History of Modern Europe
series. Oxford, 1967) has a useful index entry under ‘Bureaucracy’.
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revolutionary state was to be destroyed and then recreated, or seized more
or less intact and then transformed, proved — once the Revolution has
happened - to be a theoretical more than a practical problem.! There was
a strong libertarian-anarchist element in the early phase of the Revolu-
tion. The Anarchists and the Left Social Revolutionaries were a con-
siderable force from 1918 to 1920, and they opposed as étatist and
reactionary any tendency towards a centralised administration or a pro-
fessional civil service in the new socialist commonwealth. Yet at the same
time, in the face of attempted White counter-revolution, western inter-
vention in support of this, the chaos and near collapse of agricultural as
well as industrial production and of all public services during the Revolu-
tion and its aftermath, only strong and often centralising measures could
ensure the survival of the regime, indeed of Russia itself as a territorial
entity. It remains debatable, but in any case seems of little importance
outside left-wing sectarian circles, whether there were substantial dif-
ferences as to ends first between Trotsky and Lenin, next between Trotsky
and the Triumvirs (Stalin and his then allies), or only as to tactics and
timing. Certainly in his last years of active life, and particularly in his final
speeches, Lenin showed a simultaneous awareness that professional
administration was absolutely indispensable, during the stage of socialism
that had then been reached and for the foreseeable future, and that there
was a real danger of bureaucracy in the pejorative sense, or ‘bureaucra-
tism’, developing even in a socialist state under the dictatorship of the
proletariat (alias the rule of the Communist Party). Ruthless and prag-
matic as Lenin was, in this he surely showed himself a constructive
statesman, not merely an opportunist trimmer between Mensheviks and
Anarchists, or between the different factions within his own Bolshevik
party. It remains a matter of biographical and political speculation more
than of historical analysis whether, if he had enjoyed another five or ten
years of active life, Lenin would have significantly altered the trend of
subsequent developments, including that towards increasing bureaucratisa-
tion of both state and party. And this is even truer of speculation as to
the consequences if, per impossibile, Trotsky had defeated Stalin.

As it was, by the late 1920s the development of Soviet bureaucracy is
inseparable from the political hegemony of Stalin and his henchmen. By
then we can hardly dignify them with the name of allies. Not that we
should naively assume a pattern of continuous uninterrupted growth
either at this time, or later. Already by the mid-1920s it is possible to
discern a large number of survivors from the Tsarist administrative
system in office, especially at provincial and technical levels; and the
criticisms of bureaucracy, voiced by Lenin and repeated by many others,
seem often to have been motivated by dislike of this unavoidable fact and

1 The classic text is of course V. I. Lenin, State and Revolution.
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fear of its implications. In the later 1920s demands for economies in
public spending actually produced temporary reductions in numbers in
certain sectors of state employment and administration. After 1929 there
is a dearth of easily available, reliable figures.! According to official
published statistics, there were 1.85 million government personnel in 1925
and only 1.743 million people working in government establishments in
1937. On the other hand, using Molotov’s report to the 18th Party Con-
gress in 1939, one Western author arrived at a figure of about 10 million
in all branches of the Soviet bureaucracy. But this seems to include
virtually all privileged non-manual-working groups in Russian society, and
must surely be set aside if the category of bureaucrats is to retain enough
precision to be of any use. The fact that proportionately many more of the
population are directly dependent on state employment in Russia and other
communist states than in the West must be clearly distinguished from the
question of whether or not there are proportionately more civil servants or
bureaucrats, even if for the communist states we include full-time Trade
Union and Party officials among these. Furthermore there is evidence of
some reduction in the numbers of administrators having been achieved
during the years of Khruschev’s supremacy (from the mid-1950s to 1964).
Once again the inaccessibility of unpublished archive sources makes
western scholars reluctant to accept official Soviet figures at their face
values.? Indeed until Khruschev’s extraordinary anti-Stalinist revelations
in his speech at the 20th Party Congress in 1956, the nature, extent and
role of bureaucracy was hardly a subject for discussion within the Soviet
Union apart from lively criticism of its minor abuses. And, except for the
capture of the ‘Smolensk archive’ by the Germans in 1941 and its con-
sequent transfer to American hands (in 1945) Western scholars have had
very little insight into the workings of the administrative system, either
centrally or locally. Western studies of the Soviet Union from the 1950s
on have mostly been focussed on the Communist Party, the armed force
and defence industries, or other sectors of the economy; below the top
level there is little about the Soviet civil service, though no one seems to
doubt that it is large and influential. The trend during the 1960s and 70s in
the Soviet Union itself and in the communist states of eastern Europe,
towards greater managerial autonomy, and something nearer to ‘market’
pricing, may well have altered the balance of power between central

1 E. H. Carr, A History of Soviet Russia, vol. 5, Socialism in One Country 1924-1926,
vol. 1 (London, 1958), ch. 3; vol. 9 (with D. W. Davies), Foundations of a Planned Economy
1926-1929, vol. 2 (London, 1971), ch. 51 and Table 66.

% For the period since that covered by Carr’s great work, see J. A. Armstrong, The Soviet
Bureaucratic Elite: A Case Study of the Ukrainian Apparatus (1959); L. G. Churchward,
‘Soviet Local Government Today’, Soviet Studies, xvn (1965-6), pp. 431-52; M. Fainsod,
Smolensk under Soviet Rule (Cambridge, Mass, 1958), and How Russia is Ruled (Russian
Research Center Studies, no. 11. Cambridge, Mass.; rev. edn, 1963), esp. ch. 12; Barrington

Moore, Jr., Soviet Politics ~ The Dilemma of Power: The Role of Ideas in Social Change
(Cambridge, Mass., 1950; rev. pb. edn, New York, 1965), esp. chs. 8 and 12.
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planning officials and local or regional planners and managers. Whether
there has been any over-all reduction in the size or power of the civil
services is less clear. The crucial factor remains that of the role of the
Party. As was the case in Nazi Germany, the question is how many
administrators, at what levels of seniority and in which branches of the
government, are party members; how many are so out of real conviction
and commitment, how many more from motives of careerism and con-
formity ? To this extent, studies of the recruitment and composition of the
Communist Parties in Russia and eastern Europe are indirectly relevant to
a better understanding of the administrative systems and their personnel.

Meanwhile eastern Europe has made one distinctive contribution to
communist administration, in the form of the Yugoslav system of self-
management. Yugoslavia has also produced the most blistering as well as
far-reaching critique of communist bureaucracy, in Milovan Djilas’s The
New Class. Experiment and critique can also be seen abortively in the
Czech experiment of 1968, and intermittently in Hungary since 1956,
notably in the writings of the repentant Stalinist, latterly in political
disgrace, Andras Hegedus. His criticisms of bureaucracy are more in the
tradition of Lenin’s than are those of Djilas.! The central intellectual
problem, by no means only of interest to Marxists, is whether social
classes can exist without the private ownership of the means of production.
If power, control and privilege can define a distinctive class, then it may
be thought that the top administrators together with the top party
functionaries, the senior managers and officers of the police and armed
forces, plus a few privileged intellectuals and publicists can come to
constitute what may, according to taste, equally well be called a ‘new
class’ or a ‘power élite’. Yet in most modern states, the great majority of
administrators at the middle and lower levels, even if they are functionally
important, are hardly powerful or privileged. There seems to be some
kind of paradox, or misplaced definition here, which political scientists
and sociologists have yet to resolve.

By a curious irony, the history of the other super-power of the later
twentieth century reveals an ambivalence towards professional admini-
stration and bureaucracy comparable to that which can be seen in the case
of Soviet Russia. When Britain’s American colonies threw off the yoke of
British rule in 1775-83, this entailed the destruction of the old, imperial
administrative system, although within most of the individual thirteen
colonies the Whigs or Patriots captured control of the executive govern-
ment rather than destroying it. Their revolutionary origins gave the
Americans of the early national period (from the 1780s to the 1800s or

! Besides M. Djilas, The New Class: An Analysis of the Communist System (London, 1957;
pb. edn, 1966), see also Djilas, The Unperfect Society: Beyond the New Class (1.ond