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Introduction

The development of the European economy entered a new phase
around the turn of the 15th to the 16th century. The crisis of the late
middle ages had come to pass; the price revolution of the 16th century
appeared on the horizon. The discovery of America and the
exploration of the sea route to India created the preconditions of
'European overseas expansion and of the emergence of a capitalist
world-system whose structures were characterized by unequal
exchange relations and their maintenance by the open or covert use
of force. Notwithstanding these developments which pointed to the
future, the economic system as a whole continued to be dominated by
the feudal mode of production. The dynamism of merchant capital,
to be sure, was not exclusively determined by the feudal system; but it
did remain within a framework which was defined by it; it operated in
the ‘skin’ of feudal society without being able to challenge it.

To.speak of the ‘feudal mode of production’ around 1500 impliesa
dominance of a peasant economy organized on a family basis; it also
means that the class of feudal lords appropriated to itself large parts of
the agricultural wealth which the peasant economy was generating.

The peasant family was the basic unitof production. It tended to be
composed of the two parents and their children. The nuclear family
was the general rule. Families which united the father and/or mother
of the peasant under the same roof with his own family (three-
generation families) remained relatively rare. The labour potential of
the nuclear family would occasionally be supplemented by non-
familial labour, depending on the family’s generational cycle as well
as on whether it was able to produce above subsistence level. If a
peasant couple had children who were too small to work, they often
had no choice but to empldy outside labour. The land which had
passed into their hands by inheritance constituted the production
factor which determined the entire existence of the peasant family.
The crop grawn on this land tended to be grain which imposed its
own specific seasonal rhythm. Stock-farming formed an important
supplement to agriculture. Animals were not only used for
ploughing, but also provided valuable fertilizer.
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The purposes of this type of peasant-family production were quite
limited. The peasant tried to strike a balance between the labour
potential of his family on the one hand, and on the other its own
culturally determined needs as well as obligations towards other
persons and institutions. If this balance became upset, he had to
attempt to redress it by increasing the family’s labour input; this
could reach the dimensions of ‘self-exploitation’ (A.V. Chayanov). In
short, the objective of the peasant’s economic activity was to produce
not the exchange value but the utility value (Gebrauchswert) of what
he was producing.

Until the high middle ages the estates of the landlord, worked with
the help of serf labour, had been the central unit of the agrarian
economy. It had subsequently become replaced by the peasant
community which functioned as a coordinating centre between
the peasant households within the individual village. The
community also acted as a bulwark against outside intervention,
above all by the feudal lord; it was finally a framework which enabled
its members to keep control over internal differentiations and to
maintain the existing social equilibrium. Of course, the community
could fulfil these functions only if it was endowed with strong
coercive powers.

The landlords had largely retreated from the production process
from the high middle ages onwards. Wherever they managed their
own estates, they did so with the help of wage labour. There were two
reasons for this development: the large units of the lords were less
productive than the peasant holdings—a direct result of the
contemporary level of agricultural technology and of social
mechanisms which forced the peasant to make more strenuous
efforts. This weakness of the demesnes was exacerbated by a shift in
the balance of class forces which forced the feudal lords to abandon
the system of serf labour. In other words, they had to give up the
system of labour on which their own agricultural production had
once been based. Thenceforth the landlord apbropriated the surplus
of peasant production to himself primarily in the form of dues in
money and kind, whereas feudal services rendered in the form of
Jabour declined in importance. The peasant was now fully in control
of his.own labour. The economic relationship between him and the
landlord was limited to ‘transfer payments’. All three types of feudal
dues were characterized by what E. Balibar has called the ‘non-
coincidence’ of production and appropriation; the two processes had
become separated from one another. In view of this, the feudal lord
had to resort to means of violence of a non-economic nature in order
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to enforce his claims upon the peasant’s surplus production.

The dynamics of the feudal mode of production—initially less
concerned with modification and transformation than with mere
reproduction as they were—can be traced through the long-term ups
and downs of the agricultural economy of Europe. The available
series of grain prices and other data, above all the figures relating to
demographic change, demonstrate that the upswing of the high
middle ages, which was accompanied by a migration movement and
the emergence of the towns, ended in the crisis of the 14th and 15th
centuries. There followed the price revolution of the 16th century
which in turn led to the crisis of the 17th century. It was only the
upswing of the 18th century which ushered in a new age (see Table 1
and Figure 1, the latter from 1500 only). The causes of this sequence of
booms and depressions in the European economy may be explained
in three ways.

(1) First of all there tended to exist a positive interaction between
population growth and economic growth during a long-term

Table 1:
Population change in Europe, 1500-1800 (mill.)

1500 1600 1700 1800
abs. [Index| abs. |[Index| abs. |Index | abs. [Index

Northern Europe! 1.6 | 100 26| 163 3.1( 194 5.0( 313

Northwestern Europe?| 6.3 | 100 9.7 154 | 12.7| 202 | 21.2{ 337

Western Europe? 17.0 | 100 | 17.9| 105 | 20.8| 122 | 27.9| 164
Southern Europe* 16.4 | 100 | 21.7| 132 | 21.7| 132 | 31.3| 191
Central Europe® 18.5 | 100 | 24.0] 130 | 24.5| 132 | 33.5| 181
Total 59.8 | 100 | 75.9| 127 | 82.8( 138 |118.9| 199
Eastern Europe® 12 100 | 15 125 | 20 167 | 36 300

Southeastern Europe’ | 9.1 | 100 | 11.2| 123 | 12.2| 134 | 20.8| 229

Total 21.1 | 100 | 26.2| 124 | 32.2| 153 | 56.8| 269

European total 80.9 | 100 [102.1| 126 |115.0| 142 |175.7| 217

Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland; 2British Isles, Netherlands,
Belgium; 3France; *Portugal, Spain, Italy; >Germany, Switzerland,
- Austria, Poland, Czech parts of Czechoslovakia; Russia (European parts);
Slovakia, Hungary, Rumania, Balkan countries (respective present-day
frontiers).
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Figure 1:
Grain prices in England, France and Germany, 1501-1810,
in grams of silver per ‘Doppelzentner (ca. two hundredweight;
moving ten-year averages)
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upswing which stimulated the development of the productive
potential of the economy. But sooner or later this linkage turned into
a boomerang. If population growth and economic growth had
mutually accelerated each other, the latter began to lag in comparison
to demographic change. Population growth made its adjustment to
economic growth too late, if at all. There were more people than
agricultural production could sustain. The peasants began to plough
up land of inferior quality which had hitherto been used for grazing
Livestock dechined-and manure became scarcer. The balance between
grain-growing and stock-rearing, which had been of crucial
importance to soil fertility, was being destroyed. The law of
diminishing agricultural returns came into force. Productivity per
head decreased. There were innumerable small-holdings, whose
owners lived on the starvation line. If the harvest was poor, they
would actually starve in large numbers.

(2) The above-mentioned changes in the sphere of production
forces were bound to affect production relations in general. This
separation of the production process from the appropriation process
which had now become typical of the feudal mode of production
implied that the share of the feudal lords in the agricultural product
tended to decline in the course of this long-term historical
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development. And the sharper the tensions within the productive
system of the economy, the higher the rise in agricultural prices. At
the same time the rent which the peasants were obliged to pay incash
remained unchanged. Hitherto the decline in feudal income had been
more or less compensated for by an extension of the land which was
subject to rent. Yet this compensatory mechanism disappeared, once
land development had begun to slow down. Wherever possible the
feudal lords tried to prevent a fall in their income by raising the level
of rents. They did this through a manipulation of the basis on which
it was calculated. They would demand entry fines; they might retake
land in order to re-lease it; they would expand their demesnes and
work them with the help of serf labour; or, finally, they would exploit
their monopoly rights.

The peasants thus found themselves in a double squeeze. Their
margin of subsistence was shrinking, while the pressure exerted by
the lords mounted. The potentialities for a crisis accumulated until
they finally exploded in a series of food crises. In a narrow sense such
food crises were the result of crop failure, and these were in turn
manifestations of metereological conditions during the harvest cycle
(see, e.g. Figure 2). What made the weather factor so serious was the
underdeveloped state of agricultural production. This is why Pierre
Vilar has called the harvest cycle the ‘original cycle of the feudal mode
of production’. If one now considers its repercussions as reflected in
mortality rates, it becomes clear that the long-term cycle was more
important than the short-term one. One harvest failure at the
beginning of a long-term cycle was not yet the last straw. But a
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Figure 2:
The famine of 1693/94 in
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subsistence crisis was the more serious, the more the long-term
impoverishment of the peasants had progressed and the pressure of
feudal charges had increased. Thus the long-term cycle tended to
dominate the short-term one without being able to determine its
course cempletely. What ultimately caused areversal of the long-term
trend was a series of major subsistence crises, often in quick
succession, which were in themselves the result of that trend.

The population decline which set in with the above-mentioned
food crises exacerbated the already difficult income situation of the
feudal nobility. The death of every rent-paying peasant was
tantamount to a further reduction in rents. This was true not only in
terms of absolute figures, but also in terms of the proportionsexacted
as feudal dues. As the demand for peasant holdings declined, those
peasants that were left were able to negotiate better terms; the feudal
lords saw the slices which they were accustomed to taking shrink
relatively as well as absolutely. They were under pressure to look for
alternative ways of maintaining their economic position.

Among these alternatives there was war as a means of bringing
about a redistribution of incomes by military force; there was also the
acquisition of offices. This implies that the state, whose autonomy
vis-a-vis the feudal lords was but limited, began to appear as a factor
on the historical stage. The crisis had undermined the old system of
appropriation of which the state had been a beneficiary. Yet the
attempt not merely to maintain the income of the feudal lords, but to
increase it, dealt a fatal blow to the peasant economy. The immediate
drain resulting from wars and the intolerable fiscal burdens destroyed
the peasant’s reproductive capacity. These developments exacerbated
the crisis which finally culminated in a contraction of the economy
which could not be halted. If an end to the downhill slide atlast came
into sight, it was because its impact began to mobilise forces which
made it possible for the peasant economy to regain a new
equilibrium: once the population had declined, the size of the
holdings increased again; marginal land of poor quality ceased to be
cultivated. Both developments contributed to a marked increase in
productivity. A new growth cycle could set in.

(3) Population change occupied a key position in this model which
we have derived from our analysis of the feudal mode of production.
The factor at the root of this change—i.e. the shifting ratio between
population and resources on the one hand and the mechanisms of
feudal exploitation on the other—cannot always provide a
satisfactory explanation, however. Population growth was also
blocked and reversed by developments which were extraneous to the
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feudal mode of production. Among these factors three are of
particular importance: epidemics, warsand the role of thestateof the
early modern period. All three have already been alluded to in
sections (1) and (2) above; yet it would be wrong to assume that they
can always or wholly be related to the prevailing system of
production. True, the demographic catastrophe which was
unleashed by the plague of 1348 could probably not be fully
explained without the impoverishment which affected large parts of
Europe’s population. On the other hand, the plague was also an
exogeneous phenomenon, a product of that ‘unification micro-
bienne du monde’ (E. Le Roy Ladurie) resulting from the Oriental
trade through which the disease was carried to Europe.

The same applies to the wars which the emergent national states
conducted and to the pressures which they imposed on the peasants
to finance them. Neither was always inseparably connected
with the decline in feudal income. On the contrary, there is some
reason to assume that the interconnections which have been made in
this chapter became less strong, and the more so since the state
machineries succeeded in increasing their autonomy wvis-a-vis the
feudal lords. In short, it would be wrong to underestimate the impact
of forces upon the historical process which, if at all, can be derived
from the feudal economy only in a very general sense.

If the long-term upswings of the European economy were twice
interrupted by extended crises, this was due to the causes set out
above. They were responsible that the dynamics of feudalism never
went beyond the long waves of upswings and crises, which acted to
perpetuate the feudal mode of production. These ups and downs
ultimately generated a new balance between population and
available resources; they also redefined the relationships between
divergent social groups.

Side by side with the agricultural economy there arose in the towns
which had grown up in the high middle ages a specialized sector
engaged in the manufacture of goods on an artisanal basis. The
‘autarkic division of labour’ (K. Modzelewski) which had hitherto
existed in feudal agriculture gradually gave way tg a division of
labour between town and country. Agricultural production
continued in the countryside; the production of manufactured goods
moved to the towns. Of course, this division was by no means
universal. The peasants continued to manufacture goods for their
own consumption. Nor was it possible to dispense altogether with
certain craftsmen such as blacksmiths. Mining and iron production
were likewise tied to the countryside. The demographic and
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agricultural surplus of the surrounding countryside was crucial for
the emergence and growth of the towns as well as for the-division of
labour between town and country. Only if there was a demographic
surplus on which they could feed were towns able to grow. This is
also true of later urban development, even if it is erroneous toassume
that the towns could not have maintained their size without an influx
of people from the countryside. The agricultural surplus was even
more vital. It would have been impossible for the towns to develop
into a dense network without an agricultural revolution which
improved agriculture’s productivity. The surplus of dozens of
villages was required in order to secure the food supply of even
smaller towns. Thus the growth of the towns and of the artisanal
ecoriomy ‘were directly dependent upon the contributions by the
agricultural sector of the economy.

The basic unit of production in the urban centres was. again the
family. However, women and children were as a rule not engaged in
the production process. - The wife’s role tended to be limited to the
household; the husband was in charge of the workshop. In addition,
there were the journeymen and apprentices. With a few exceptions
like the building trade, they lived under the master’s roof and were
also maintained by him. They were fully integrated into the
household and were under the master’s disciplinary authority. It was
this relationship rather than a labour-capital tie which defined the
position of these dependants.

The small urban craftsmen manufactured utility values, not
exchange values. He aimed to produce enough to be able to acquire
foodstuffs and other things commensurate with his social rank; he
did not aim to generatea surplusin order to produce larger quantities
of goods for a subsequent cycle.

What he produced was highly labour-intensive and not capital-
intensive. The tools were simple and tailored to the needs of a
craftsman who had acquired the skill of using them through an
apprenticeship under the guidance of another worker. In this sense
there existed a close link between the worker and the means of
production. Accordingly there was no division of labour in the
workshops. Only one craftsman handled a product from start to
finish. But there was a professional division which often reached
extreme forms. As early as 1300, there existed in Paris more than 300
handicrafts. More than 200 different handicrafts have been found to
have been practised in Frankfurt in the 14th and 15th centuries. Thus
the carpenters were divided into joiner, turners, tub-makers, coopers,
mill-wrights and wheel-wrights. This professional fragmentation
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was a result of the lack of a division of labour in the workshop.
Rarely was an individual craftsman so skilled as to be able to produce
different goods of consistently high quality.

The individual craftsmen were organized in guilds. As compulsory
associations, they fulfilled two roles: they were concerned with ‘the
internal regulation of labour and external monopoly’ (Max Weber).
Both functions were intimately intertwined and were designed to
secure the livelihood of the guild members. For thisreason, the guilds
fixed production quotas and supply; they restricted price and quality
competition among the members; they delayed the introduction of
new products and technologies; they limited access to the marketand
tried to operate as monopolists in the raw. materials and finished
goods markets. The idea was to safeguard equality of the terms of
production among the associates, to block differentiation and to
prevent the formation of what Weber has called ‘capital leverage’
(Kapitalsmacht). The economic policies of the guilds were not totally
inimical to growth. Yet whenever economic growth and social
equilibrium came into conflict, the guilds would opt in favour of the
latter principle.

The towns were both centres of the production of manufactured
goods and market places. They hence formed not merely the one of
the two pillars of a town-and-country division of labour that had
developed since the high middle ages; they were also the point where
economic transactions took place. The town was therefore charged
with the task to coordinate and organize a trading economy based on
the division of labour. Merchants assumed these functions with the
exception of those cases where the producer was able to sell directly to
the consumer. The merchants mediated between those two sides and
tried to make a profit by selling goods at a higher price than they had
purchased them. Once this cycle of exchange had been completed, it
made sense to continue it on a larger scale and thus to accumulate
capital. This kind of economic behaviour was all the more attractive
to the merchant as an expansion of his business promised economies
of scale, thanks to reduced overheads per unit. The utility value, the
creation of which had guided the producers’ economic activity, lost
its earlier significance. As A. Genovesi observed in 1765, ‘although
the merchant likes the profits already made; his sights are nevertheless
invariably fixed on future profits’. Thus the sphere of the circulation
of goods rather than the sphere of “production came to gain
supremacy. The deployment and accumulation of commercial
capital became the decisive stimuli in thé:development of the non-
agricultural economy until the onset of:industrialization.
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There are a number of reasons for this. For one, the productivity of
the craft shops was too low and lacking a potential fordevelopment to
enable the artisans to make larger profits. The guilds also did their
best to prevent an evolution towards capitalism. If there were any
potentialities for increased production and hence increased profits,
they existed at the level of the inter-regional and international
division of labour. So long as these markets lacked transparency and
there were no generallyacceptedstandards of value, it was in this field
that large profits could be reaped.

The ways in which the merchants accumulated capital did display
capitalist features quite early on. But they were even more deeply
moulded by the conditions which were set by the prevailing feudal
system. Towns and merchant capital found themselves in a
relationship of ‘internal externality’ vis-a-vis the feudal mode of
production, as J. Merrington has put it. However dynamic the
merchants may have been, there was no denying the fact that their
activities were based, directly or indirectly, on the rents which the
landlords—the ‘productive class’ in F. Quesnay’s words—were able
to raise. In this sense the relationship which the merchant capitalist
established with production was similar to that of the feudal lords.
The merchants established fields of activity for which they obtained
sanction from the feudal authorities in the form of monopolies and
privileges. The frequently observed tendency of merchant capital to
‘refeudalize’ itself neatly conforms with this development. One
merchant family after the other turned its back on trade and
commerce and acquired an estate in the countryside. Merchant
capital became landed capital. Capitalist ground rent and the system
; of feudal rents became inextricably intermeshed.

" The dynamics of craft production and commerce tended, more or
less, to follow the movements of the agricultural sector; butit was not
an 1identical development. Except for the trade in agricultural
produce, the non-agricultural sector of the European economy was
less affected by the long-term upswings and crises which have been
discussed above. The price movement of manufactured goods tended
to undulate with that of basic foodstuffs; but the vacillations were far
less marked. By and large the former lagged behind the latter in
periods of boom. On the other hand, non-agricultural prices were
liable to drop less sharply than agricultural ones in times of
depression. There were two reasons for this: (1) Unlike food
production and exceptions apart, the production of manufactured
goods is not subject to the law of diminishing returns. (2) Demand for
manufactured goods i1s, again unlike that for ‘basic foodstuffs,
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dependent on disposable incomes and hence elastic.

At first glance the short-term cycle appears to be more important
for the development of the non-agricultural economy than the long-
term waves. As soon as grain prices were pushed up in the wake of a
bad harvest, demand inevitably focused on the agricultural sector in
order to provide for basic needs. Demand for manufactured products
declined. Thus an ‘agricultural underproduction crisis’ (E.
Labrousse) unleashed an underconsumption crisis in the manu-
facturing sector. What made short-term crises of the traditional type
so significant for this sector was that all long-term calculations
involved a considerable risk. This in turn reinforced the merchants in
their proclivity to keep away from the production sphere altogether.
However, the question of short-term or long-term cycles quickly
turns out to be a fallacious one. As we have seen above, both were
closely related. And finally the repercussions of the agricultural crises
upon the manufacturing and commercial sector add force to the
argument that it was, its relative autonomy notwithstanding, still
tied to the feudal system as a whole (see Figure 3).

It was only around 1500 that the capacity for change inherent in the
feudal system and its manufacturing and commercial appendices
became visible to some small degree. But before this potential is
examined, it is important to be aware of the obstacles which socio-
economic change was likely to encounter. The peasant community

Figure 3:
Index of the underproduction crisis in
manufacturing at Lille in 1662/63
(1666/70 = 100)
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and the guilds were centres»of this resistence. Both were forms of
organizations which the small agricultural producers and artisans
had created: in order.to arm themselves against outside intervention,
especially on the part of the feudal lords-and the merchants. The two
organizations were also designed to prevent a destruction of the
existing internal socio-economic equilibrium as a result of the
infiltration of capitalist modes of production; this is why the
members had subjected themselves to firm regulations and had
allowed their freedom of movement to be curtailed. The impact of the
feudal system was ambivalent. It left the peasant in control of the
labour process; but the path of agricultural progress was blocked as
long as the landlords appropriated to themselves a large part of the
production .and as long as the community insisted on the
maintenance of existing collectivist ties to the soil. On the other hand,
it is true that feudal dues and state taxes pushed the peasant into
producing for the market and thus increased the economic
contribution of the agricultural sector. In this way the pressures of
exploitation could equally well act as a stimulus to the
commercialization of agriculture.

It is not possible to explain the crisis of the' urban export trade
purely in terms of the economic depression and external factors, like
wars. Rather it must be seen in connection with the promotion, by the
merchant capitalists, of manufacturing in the countryside and the
mobilization of the underemployed rural labour force for this
purpose. Two factors, above all, induced the merchants to adopt this
strategy: Firstly, at a time when wages in the towns were, broadly

- speaking, moving upwards, it seemed logical to shift production to
= the countryside where wages were considerably lower. In the vicinity
‘of Amiens, for example, they are supposed to have been 50% to 73%
‘below the rates paid in the town itself. This discrepancy was due to
the fact that the small rural producers were without protection
against the diktat of the merchants. They did not have the backing of
a guild, and sheer desperation forced them to accept the terms
imposed upon them. Up to a point, families engaged in the rural
cottage industries were able to survive on relatively low wages because
many of them owned a plot of land, at least during the early phase,
and were able to grow some food for self-provision. Moreover, unlike
the artisans who belonged to a guild, they could rely on all members
of the family to collaborate. Thus the Town Clerk of Bielefeld by the
name of Consbruch wrote about the linen weavers of the Ravensberg
region in 1794 that ‘most of them live on their own produce and this
enables them, in view of the lower cost of living in the countryside, to
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make more attractive goods and to sell them at a lower price than the
weavers 1n the towns. This 1s why few people in the towns can be

persuaded to take up weaving and why the location and expansion of

the craft in the countryside 1s, in all respects, extremely
advantageous.” The merchant capitalist who put out this work was
therefore able to pocket a differential profit, at least for as long as the
new system had not yet generally established itself.

. The second reason for the move of manufacturing to the
countryside was the insufficient flexibility with which the urban
economies responded to demand. Indeed in many cases it was a
deliberate policy of the guilds to keep supplies limited. The result was
that the urban manufacturers were unable to keep pace with rising
demand. This demand expanded particularly rapidly in the
international markets and above all those of the colonial world
which, in the age of a ‘new colonialism’ (E.J. Hobsbawm), assumed
increasing importance for European manufactured goods. In regions
where urban production had been badly affected by the ravages of
war, merchant capitalists felt an even greater compulsion to exploit
the industrial potential of the countryside. In Silesia, for example,
where in 1618 there existed in all probability more looms in the
countryside than in the towns, urban weavers, with a few exceptions,
had their trade ruined by the Thirty Years’ War. By 1648 some 81% of
all Silesian looms were located in the countryside. The rise of rural
linen production was steep also along the West coast of France. In -
1686, the town of Cadiz received linen worth 3,750,000 livres; it was
known as bretarias produced to thesouth-west of St. Malo in Brittany.
About 90% of this linen was for the American market.

The reproductive behaviour specific to those engaged in these
cottage industries and the supra-regional character of the markets for
their products, often reaching out far into the colonial world,
determined the growth of these ‘proto-industrial’ areas, as they are
now being called. The families were able to guarantee the elastic
supply of labour which proto-industrialization as a dynamically
expansionist system required. The world market which was slowly
coming into existence acted as the engine of proto-industrial growth.
Given the conditions of the time there was only one way of
transcending the limitations of the domestic markets and to increase
demand: through the ‘appropriation of foreign purchasing power’

(W. Hoffmann). One of the key features of the proto-industrial system

was that labour costs were being ‘externalized’, i.e. the merchant
capitalists took over no more than a fraction of the labour costs and
off-loaded most of them on to the rural sector. A pre-capitalist peasant
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society was thus incorporated into the reproduction and accumula-
tion machinery of merchant capitalism. :

What kind of tremendous opportunities lay dormant in the
expansion of rural manufacturing, may be discovered if the
development of England is compared with that of the northern parts
of the Netherlands. The countryside had been the preferred location
of English textile ‘manufacturing since the late middle ages.
Consequently there was little room here for a conflict between town
and country to become a factor in urban crisis in the 17th century.
However, the concentration of rural industries in regions which had
specialized in stock-rearing and dairy farming as well as the decline of
the old draperies and the rise of the new draperies constituted crisis
elements; for a number of regions failed to make the transition from
heavy cloths to new draperies.

As far as the manufacturing and commercial sphere is concerned,
everything hinged on how the merchant capitalists responded to
varying demand and what attitude they took vis-a-vis the production
sphere. If they were content to market those goods which were
produced by the artisans in the towns, no great changes were to be
expected. The production sphere and the circulation of goods
remained separate. The circulation sphere was preponderant only in
a formal way. Changes occurred, however, 6nce the merchants were
no- longer prepared to acquiesce in the production monopoly
established by the guilds and tried to break or circumvent it. It was
difficult to break it because any attempt to build up production
associations which were independent of the guilds encountered the
fierce resistance of the established associations. Notwithstanding the
successes which the merchant capitalists had, for example, in the
Italian cities of the late middle ages, often there was no alternative but
to move production to the countryside or to small village-type towns
where there were no guilds.

Two developments favoured this solution. We have seen how
accumulation and population growth created a stratum of
agricultural producers with little or no land who were dependenton a
subsidiary source of .income. It was on these people that the
merchants were able to rely, if they opted for building up production
centres in the countryside. Especially in linen and cloth manufacture
they were able to link up with the traditional rural production of
goods for home consumption. These small rural artisans continued
to produce utility values, but, unlike their counterparts in the urban
guilds, they were now subject to the whims of the merchants. It was
the latter (rather than the guild) who dictated the terms. And once
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merchant capital had freed the production of goods from the shackles
of the guild system, there were few obstacles to further expansion, at
least for the time being.

These developments, which took place in the fold of the feudal
system and were to undermine it in the long run, were barely
discernible at the turn of the 15th to the 16th century. Nevertheless,
with the benefit of hindsight, it seems clear that the two trends which
affected the agricultural sector, on the one hand, and the
manufacturing-commercial sector on the other, were intimately
connected. Areas of concentrated rural manufacture could develop
and grow only if the surrounding region supplied them with
foodstuffs. These regions generated an essential part of the demand
for the manufactured goods produced in such zones. Specialization in
one region was predicated on the specialization of the other region. It
was only in the course of this process that the markets expanded
geographically. Households which hitherto had been involved in
both agricultural and non-agricultural production, concentrated on
the one or the other, and by doing so they generated a demand for
goods which they had stopped producing.

Specialization increased agricultural productivity. The vagaries of
the seasonal harvest cycle diminished. A growing economic inter-
dependence made it possible to balance harvest failures in one region
by using the surpluses of another. Short-term crises of the traditional
type lost much of their devastating impact. Demand on the domestic
market did not only grow, but it also became less volatile. And
finally there was growing demand from overseas. This became an
important factor once the metropolitan countries of Europe had
established their formal or informal domination over the extra-
European world and had integrated it into their economies. The
stihulus which was provided by both domestic and overseas demand
furthered manufacturing in early modern Europe.

More important than the sheer quantitative growth were the social
changes that resulted from these developments. In the regions with
concentrated manufacture traditional feudal dependencies became
overlain by new relationships, which were, in embryo, capitalist; the
structures of a society beyond feudalism began to assume shape.’

The emergent state machines were to play an extremely important
role in this process of socio-economic transformation. Taxes
supplemented, but also competed against feudal dues. Above all,
taxes increased so drastically over time that they began to outpace the

- Jatter, thereby restricting the landlords’ freedom of manoeuvre. At
first.there emerged a ‘centralized feudalism’ (G. Bois) which did not
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replace, but supplemented the original type of feudalism. Its essential
feature was that it redistributed to the feudal lords the revenue which
had flowed into the state’s coffers. But soon the state developed a more
ambiguous role, trying, as it were, to satisfy two claims upon it at
once, i.e. the maintenance of feudal domination and the stimulation
of economic growth. Ultimately the state became a mirror of several
modes of production which existed side-by-side. Its relative
autonomy was strengthened, and the discrepancy between its own
fiscal system and that of feudalism became more marked. Its role as
the steering centre of a ‘centralized feudalism’ receded into the
background.

The state alone, owing to its monopoly of violence which it
claimed and slowly succeeded in asserting, was in a position to
impose wage labour conditions upon the production sphere,
institutionally to guarantee the freedom of exchange of goods in the
commercial sphere and, finally, to formalize the legal framework
without which the nascent capitalist society would not have been able
to exist. Also, by expanding the transport infrastructure, it promoted
the general conditions required in an economy which produced
goods for the market.

Generally speaking, particularist forces remained strong enough,
however, to prevent centralization from becoming overpowering and
to keep the state bureaucracies from arresting the socio-economic
change which had begun. The decentralized and fragmented
structures of exploitation typical of European feudalism exerted such
a lasting influence on the fibre of European society that it provided a
new and secure basis for the rapidly expanding non-agricultural
sector. In this decentralized nature, European feudalism differed
fundamentally from the Asiatic mode of production and laid the
decisive structural foundations for the rise of Europe.

There is no doubt that this process which finally ended in the
Industrial Revolution was a violent one. The burden of dues, which
the peasants had to pay to the landlords and to the state, forced them
to seek access to the market and to reinforce their production for the
market. If the land which they had at their disposal became too small,
they would try either to work as wage labourers for wealthier peasants
or on the estates of the landlords; or they would try to supplement
their income in the rural cottage industries. If they opted for the latter
alternative, they would throw themselves into the arms of the
merchant capitalists. This ‘enfored commercialization’ (W. Kula)
was not infrequently followed by the disintegration of the rural
community as a local point of reference. The socio-economic process
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assumed its most violent forms in the serf labour of the peasants on
the Vorwerke of Fastern and East-Central Europe, on the one hand,
and on the slave labour plantations of Central and South America, on
the other. Elsewhere the fragmented structures of exploitation left
possibilities of resistance open to the dependent sections of the
population. Here they were able to prevent the economic pressures on
them from becoming intolerable.




1. The Age of the Price Revolution

In the second half of the 15th century the long-drawn-out crisis of the
late middle ages was followed by a period of long-term growth. The
population grew, agriculture and manufacturing expanded; markets
stretched far into overseas territories; the volume of trade and the
circulation of money increased. At the same time prices saw a rise, in
particular those for basic foodstuffs. Contemporaries were struck by
this change. In his dispute with de Malestroit, Jean Bodin in 1568
traced the origins of the inflation to the silver imports from the
Americas. Many scholars have been inclined to agree with him to this
day. But the causes of the inflationary development are more likely to
have deeper roots.

1.1 . The Growth of the Population

The population of Europe increased slowly, though not un-
interruptedly, from the second half of the 15th century. Its index rose
from 100 to 127 in the western parts of Europe, with the figures for
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe being too unreliable for quotation
(see Table 1, p. 3). If, by using J.C. Russell’s calculations, one takes
1450 as the starting point, the index figures would be 100 (1450), 155
(1500) and 195 (1700).

This would seem to indicate that population growth in the 16th
century slowed down appreciably by comparison with the second half
of the 15th century. And indeed, once the losses which had been
inflicted by the plagues of the 14th and early 15th centuries had been
made good, the tempo of demographic change decelerated. However,
the global figures quoted above conceal the fact that the population
grew more rapidly in some regions than in others. A slow growth
occurred in Central, Western and Southern Europe with the index
ﬁsing to 123; Northern and North-western Europe, on the other
hand, saw a rapid expansion, with the index climbing as high as 156.
The population of the Province of Holland grew particularly fast,
reaching 328 index points in 1650, with 197 for the northern Low
Countries as a whole. The discrepancies in growth between Southern
Europe, on the one hand, and Northern and Northwestern Europe on
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the other, may be taken as one piece of indirect evidence that the
former region was losing its leading economic position to the latter.

But what were the reasons for the overall growth? Itis probable that
control mechanisms existed in European society as early as the high
middle ages which were designed to prevent the tensions between the
rise of the population and the scarce resources of agriculture from
becoming acute. The most important mechanisms which were at the
disposal of both the landlords and the communities were: (1) To tie
the permission to marry to the availability of a full-time occupation
either in the form of a farm or a craftshop and, closely related to this,
(2) to force those who did not meet this qualification (e.g. farm hands,
maids, journeymen) to remain single.

The inevitable result of such policies were a late marriageage and a
high percentage of bachelors and spinsters. As P. Chaunu has put it,
the increased marriage age was in effect the ‘contraceptive weapon of
classical Europe’. For it is the marriage age of the women which
decides whether her reproductive potential is fully available. Fertility
in pre-industrial Europe was hence controlled via the marriage age
and, in the second place, by the frequency of marriage. Birth control
within marriage was initially without major importance and became
a factor in various places only in the 17th century. Nobility and
bourgeoisie appear to have led the way in this respect, even if
exceptions have been found to exist among these groups, too.

Since there was plenty of unused land available around the middle
of the 15th century, the above-mentioned checks on marriage could be
relaxed. It appears that the marriage age was correspondingly lower.
Thus, if the few references that have been found for France are
reliable, it was by then between 21 and 22 years of age. It was slightly
higher in England. The marriage age for women was also low among
the English nobility and the bourgeoisie of Geneva (see Table 2). In
view of this, the birth rate was also correspondingly higher,
sometimes reaching a level which is to be found in the Third World
today.

Population growth in the late 15th and 16th centuries does appear, |
however, to have been less a result of higher fertility than of a lower
mortality rate. ‘Positive checks’, as Malthus was to call them in
contradistinction to ‘preventive checks’, lost some of their efficacy
once the economy picked up and the supply of the population with
food improved. The link between the harvest cycle and the death rate
became more tenuous. With the plague being on the retreat,
‘autonomous’ mortality which was purely biologically conditioned
(J.D. Qhambers) and unconnected with socio-economic factors
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appears to have changed. Still, the death toll among the population
continued to be very high by presentday standards. Of 1,000 newborn
babies 200 would die before their first birthday, and in years of crisis
this figure would rise to 300. Only two-thirds would live up to the age
of 15. In 1561-1600, average life expectancy in Geneva was 23 years
and less than 29 years among the city’s bourgeoisie; around 1600 it
was 26.6 years in the Venetian Terra Ferma, but about 43 years in
Colyton in Southwest England (1538-1624; see also Table 2).

_ Table 2:
Selected demographic indicators for 16th-century Europe
Colyton! Terling? |Bourgeoisie | English High
. of Geneva | Aristocracy

1538799 155071624 1550/99 1550/99 -

Av. marriage age of 27.0 24.5 21.4 228

women . : . *

Infant mortality per . .

1,000 (0-1 year) 120—-140 128 - 190

Child mortality per

1,000 (1-14 years) 124 149 - 94

Child mortality per

1,000 (1-19 years) - - 519 -

Av. life expectancy 40.6—45.8° - 28.5/9 37.0

Village in Devon/England; = 2Village in Essex/England; 31538-1624

- The population growth slowed down in the second half of the 16th - .

century and in particular since the famine of the early 1570’s.
‘Preventive’ as well as ‘positive’ checks now reduced the growth rate.
People were forced to change their reproductive life. The marriage
age rose again. But the adaptation to the deteriorating economic
situation did not eccur fast enough. The size of the population and
available resources were still too far apart. Thus famines, epidemics
and wars once again assumed the role of establishing a new
equilibrium.

1.2 The Expansion of Agriculture

Extension and intensification of production had marked the

agricultural crisis of the late middle ages which had succeeded the
growth period of the high middle ages. This meant that, on the one

- commercialized agriculture
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hand, land which had been.used for grain-growing was transformed
into meadows and pastures. ‘Grain production was restricted in
favour of stock-farming; on the other hand, land was also taken into
intensive cultivation for the production of wine, fruit and other
marketable produce. The population decline of the late middle ages
lay at the heart of both processes; for it was this decline which
stimulated the production of foodstuffs that were not directly exposed
to demographic change. The 16th century then saw a reversal of this
earlier development under the pressure of a growing population:
fields and pastures were again taken under the plough for grain
production. If a rising number of people was to be fed, cereals offered
a more economical way of mobilizing potential than livestock-
rearing.

But this proved insufficient. New land had to be developed and, as
the Zimmern Chronicle, dated ca. 1550, reports, forests were cleared
and land claimed even in r_embte,and mountainous regions. New
regulations tried to stop the destruction of trees and shrubs. The
reclaiming of land in swampy areas and the building of dykes were
also widespread, most successfully on the North Sea coast. The
average index for land reclamation per annum in the northern Low
Countries rose from 100 in 1515-39 to 346 in 1540-64; itdropped to 75
in 1565-89 during the Wars of Independence, but moved back to.340
in 1590-1614 and even to a high 419.in the period 1615-39. Along the

"German North Sea coast it proved impossible to recover the

enormous land losses of the late middle ages. Nevertheless, through
the building of dykes some 48,000 hectares of land were reclaimed in
the 16th century up to the beginning of the 1600s.

All in all the trend was towards extensive agriculture, and there
was little intensive cultivation. This basic pattern did not prevail
around towns or in areas of widespread urbanization as in the Po
Valley 1n Italy and in the Netherlands. Nor did it apply to countries
such as England where there existed favourable conditions for a
commercialization of agriculture (for the development of seed-yield
ratios see Table 3).

This was also the time when patterns of production developed in
oppositedirections in Western Europe, on the one hand, and Eastern
and East-Central Europe, on the other. What in economic terms had
long been a sliding scale, now became a contrast which was to be a
distinguishing feature between East and West in subsequent
centuries, with the River Elbe acting as the dividing line. At the one
end of the scale, in England, we witness the beginning of a
_other end, in the East, there
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Table 3:
Average yield ratios of wheat, rye and barley in different parts
of Europe, 1500-1820 (multiples of seed)

England/ France/Spaint Germany/ Russia/Poland
Netherlands ] Italy Switzerland/ | Czechosl./
Scandinavia | Hungary

1500-49 7.4 6.7 40 3.9
1550-99 73 - 44 43
1600-49 : 6.7 - 45 4.0
1650-99 9.3 6.2 4.1 3.8
1700-49 = 6.3 4.1 3.5
1750-99 . 10.1 7.0 5.1 4.7
1800-20 111 6.2 5.4 .

occurred the refeudalization of agriculture with the transition to
Gutswartschaft. The River Elbe thus became the most significant
socio-economic divide in Europe. East-Central Europe, as an
exporter of grain and timber became economically dependent on
Western Europe in a way that was not dissimilar to the more recent
dependency of the suppliers of raw materials in the developing world
on the industrial countries of the West.

The transformation of fields into pastures for sheep farming slowly
came to a halt in England in the first half of the 16th century and
under pressure from a growing and land-hungry population which
protested against sheep that ‘eat up and swallow down the very men
themselves’ (Th. More). This did not imply a return to a grain-
growing monoculture, though. Rather grain production and stock-
farming began mutually to complement each other. This was known
as ‘up-and-down husbandry’, i.e. land was turned into pasture, to be
ploughed up again at some later date. This technique improved the
quality of the grassland; no less importantly, manure which would
otherwise be lost on the common was absorbed to fertilize what would
one day be taken under the plough again.

The introduction of ‘up-and-down.husbandry’ was related to
changes which were to affect the social structure of the village very
profoundly. The technique could be established only if the land had
either been ‘enclosed’ or ‘put in severalty’. Wherever enclosure took
place, the rights of other villagers to-use this land, and grazing rights
in particular, were abolished. Thejoint use which had been typical of
the ‘open field’ economy came to an end. Enclosure was frequently
preceded by a consolidation of farm-holdings which was to safeguard

v
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a more efficient use of the land. Thus hedges and fences became
symbols of a new age, for everyone to see. They reflected the victory of
‘agrarian individualism’ (M. Bloch) over the collectivism which had
been the key feature of the village economy. This traditional system
with its joint land use had become an obstacle to the evolution of
agriculture’s productive forces and was hence destroyed. However, it
would be wrong to exaggerate the extent of the enclosure movement
of the 16th and early 17th century. Leicestershire, for example, which
was.relatively widely affected by it, saw no more than 10% of its
agricultural land enclosed (see Table 4).

Table 4:
Enclosures in Leicestershire, 1450-1850
Period % of Cultivated land
: 1450-1607 10
“ 1608—-1729 52
, P 1730-1850 38
100

l Nor would it be correct to reduce the socio-economic pressures
behind the enclosure movement simply to a discrepancy between
production forces and production relations. The growth of the
population had unleashed a wave of claims on common land and
wasteland. There was a threat that this land might be withdrawn
from common use, and landlords as well as yeomen tried to block this
possibility by resorting to enclosure. Moreover, the population
growth pushed up prices; increased demand created the pre-
conditions for greater productivity and for establishing property
titles which excluded the rights of other parties. A further decisive
factor was that demand rose not only for cereals and vegetables, but
also for wool which was required by the textile industry. This
demand declined somewhat in the second half of the 16th century,
~ when wheat prices trebled, but the price of woql no more than
- doubled between 1541-50 and 1601-10. In many ways it was less the
‘demand for grain and—to a lesser extent—meat than the demand of
= the textile industry for wool which accelerated the pace of the
-~ commercialization of English agriculture. The wool trade became the
- pace-maker of capitalism in the countryside.

* The landlords. were the early protagonists of the enclosure
‘movement. The price revolution had put them into a difficult
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position: while prices were rising, their rent income remdined
stagnant. A redistribution of agricultural income in favour of the
peasants was hence almost inevitable. The property rights of the
latter made an adjustment of feudal-dues to the rising price levels in
many cases impossible. Wherever the landlords had a free hand; two
options were available to them: they could either try to increase rents
or resort to enclosure in order to lease the land again at a higher rent.
The advantage of the second option was that it was possible to
demand a larger sum for enclosed property. In the first half of the 16th
century the initiative for enclosure in Leicestershire came in about
70% of the cases from the landlords. But after the middle of the
century, the peasants themselves became active, once they had come to
see the benefits of enclosure. Thus market considerations began to
affect the behaviour of the hardcore of agrarian society in England.

On the European Continent, the tensions generated by population
growth tended to be sharper than in England, with the exception of
the Netherlands. The return to grain production assumed more
extreme proportions. On the other hand, the beginnings of
commercialization of agriculture were more modest. In France stock-
farming and intensive agriculture lost out. In the Languedoc in the
South pastures were ploughed up and grazing rights were restricted.
Livestock gave way to the production of cereals and vegetables.
Vineyards fell victim to this process in the Languedoc and Maine.
There were, to be sure, marked differences in the development of the
economic system in various regions. But there was a general trend
towards a leasing of land. In the Hurepoix region south of Paris, the

expropriation of the peasants had progressed so far by 1547-64 that

they had no more than about 40% of the land (see Table 5, based on
seven seigneuries only). The remaining 60% was shared between the
nobility and the bourgeoisie. The strong position of the latter was a

Table 5: :
Distribution of landed property in 7 seigneurial districts:in -
the French Hurepoix region, 1547-64

Hectares | %
Peasants | 204851 33.8
Seigneurs (self-managing) o 1938.65 319 -
' Parisian bourgeoisie : ) 1416.27 23.3
Local bourgeoisie ) 355.71 59
Others 310.39 5.1
Total 6069,53. - 100,0
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peculiarity which could be found in particular in the vicinity of cities.
Generally speaking, it was the landlords who initiated the
expropriation of the peasants, and for the same motives as their
English counterparts. But it is typical of the relative backwardness of
France vis-a-vis England that the landlords in the West and the South
of the country resorted to ‘métayage’, a system which generally left
them with half the value of the net production. In this way, feudal and
capitalist elements became inextricably intertwined.

Sixteenth-century Spain saw the growth of an opposition
movement by agricultural interest groups against the Mesta, the
national organization of sheep farmers whose flocks moved across the
Iberian peninsula with the changing seasons. The Mesta had enjoyed
the support of the monarchy for fiscal reasons, above all during the
: reign of Ferdinand II, Isabella and Charles V. But it had some dif-
ficulty in maintaining its priviledged position under Philip II. The
rapid rise in demand for basic foodstuffs made it increasingly difficult
to continue a policy which clearly favoured sheep farming against
agriculture. The number of sheep held by the Mesta, which had
reached a maximum of three million around 1520, declined after 1556
to about two million. But this reduction was still insufficient so that
by the end of the century it was virtually impossible to supply the
population of Spain with enough food.

-Agriculture made great strides in Northern and Central Italy. It
also-expanded in the South and in Sicily, but growth was not of the
intensive kind. The ‘return of the Italians to agriculture’ (R.
Romano) had begun in the 15th century. Francesco Guicciardini
relates with some pride that Italy was being cultivated up to her
mountain tops. Considerable sums of capital reached the countryside
from the towns. Land purchases of the Venetian oligarchy in the
Terra Ferma region became so extensive that the income drawn from
these investments rose four-fold between 1510 and 1588. But, like in
Spain, the position of the peasants was liable to deteriorate, and
quasi-feudal elements. began to reappear in the highly commercial-
ized Italian agricultural system.

In Germany west of the River Elbe agriculture once more became
the dominant activity. Stock-farming experienced a marked decline
“ and became a supplier of draught animals and fertiliser. Wine-
~ growing expanded in the south-west; but it declined in other regions,
especially in the north and east, where it had spread in the late
- middle ages. Although more land was made available for grain

growing, productivity improved but marginally. There awere
exceptions to this rule, mainly in the vicinity of some towns, in the
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lower Rhine region and in Schleswig-Holstein. Thelatter area in
North Germany saw the proliferation of a variant of up-and-down
husbandry, known as Koppelwirtschaft.

The slow change in productivity was accompanied by an equally
slow change of the production system. It was orlyin-the Rhineland
that short-term leases replaced the older forms of feudal rent on a
larger scale. Generally speaking, the landlords did not extend the
land which they kept under their own management. The system by
which they extracted their income from the peasants remained feudal.
The growth of territorial states in Central Europe meant that the
landlords faced fresh competition for the allocation of their main
source of revenue. The state was interested in preserving a dues-
paying peasantry and hence resisted attempts by the landlords to
extend their holdings. These tensions gave the peasants more
breathing space which increased their chances of survival.

Agriculture reached its highest degree of intensification in the
Netherlands in the 16th century. The ‘old three-field system was
replaced by new forms of agricultural production. One of these was
not to allow land to lie fallow until the fourth, fifth or even sixth year.
There was also a system of up-and-down husbandry as well as a
‘system with cultivation of fodder crops’, as Slicher-van Bath put it,
on the fallow or in connection with crop rotation. The production of
commercial crops was expanded. These developments must be seen

- against the background of the high level of urbanization-and a well-
established manufacturing economy, both of which increased
demand for the produce of intensive agriculture. Moreover, there
'were the grain imports from the Baltic Sea region, which filled the

gaps left by the trend towards specialization in agricultural
productlon. Grain imports amounted to at least 13—14% of the total
requirement between 1562 and 1569. Specialization and commercial-
ization in the northern parts of the country were also furthered by the
fact that there were but few landlords. Consequently the peasants
were not subject to any major restrictions in their economic activity.
Whereas small-scale, but intensive agriculture predominated in the
southern parts of the Netherlands, the north became a region with
wealthy farmers who formed the nucleus of an agricultural
capitalism.

Wilhelm Abel has spoken.of the “Thiinen Circles’ which began to:

emerge around the Netherlands and Western Europe in general, in
the 16th century. By this he means a zone of intensive agriculture
which also included the dairy farming in the ‘marshes along the
German North Sea coast and the Koppelwirtschaft of Holstein; and
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this zone was in turn surrounded by a ‘grain belt’ in which the three-
field system predominated. Beyond this belt was a grassland zone
stretching from Jutland, the Danish Isles and Russia across to the
Ukraine and Hungary which supplied Western Europe with
livestock. The emergence of these belts was less a result of natural
conditions than of those of the market and of relative location and
cost advantages. As a rule production methods became less intensive
with growing distance from the central zone of consumption around
the densely populated Low Countries. This relationship is neatly
reflected in the price differentials between East and West. Thus
during the years 1551-1600 average grain prices in Danzig were only
53% of those paid in the Netherlands; prices for oxen ex Danzig were a
mere 27% of the levels at Antwerp. The Netherlands were able to
impose production structures on their suppliers which were tailored
to the requirements of the market in that Northwestern corner of
Europe. Indeed, trade relations between the Low Countries and the
Baltic regions assumed a quasi-colonial character.

Concentration on grain export inevitably also left a deep mark on
the economic system in large parts of East-Central Europe. However,
there were other preconditions which facilitated a restructuring of the
economy in those countries. Theagricultural crisis of the late middle
ages undermined the earlier gains by the peasants in terms of feudal
rights and obligations and prepared the way for a reversal in two
ways. Firstly, the decimation of the population created the material
prerequisites of the expansion of the demesnes. The scarcity of labour
to-which the landlords responded by tying their peasants more firmly
to the land generated the social conditions for what Friedrich Engels
called the ‘second [wave of] serfdom’. Nor were there many

. institutional obstacles to seigneurial actions because the state had lost

the means of influencing this development once colonization had
taken place and German law had been established. It was partly
preceded, partly accompanied by the ‘immunity movement’ which
granted privileges to the nobility. Thus the state became an
instrument in the hands of the feudal lords and was in no position to
couriteract the growing pressures exerted by the landlords.on. the
peasants.

It was left to the export boom of the 16th century to set free forces
which transformed the old system based on feudal payments to one
relying on the'serf labour to work the Vorwerke of East-Central

- Europe. Searching for a solution to the decline of their incomes and
keen to participate in the expamsion of the economy, the landlords

panded the land under their own management and increased the



‘o8 Peasants, Landlords and Merchant Capitalists

Table ¢
Some structural features of the ‘Vorwerk’ in Poland, 1500-1655

1500/50|1551/80{1580/1605'|1606/30"|1631/55'

Size of Vorwerk

(in Hufen) 31 3.6 4.0 4.4 6.2
Size of peasant

holdings (in Hufen) 6.5 4.5 - - -

Ratio of peasant Hufe ~ -
1o Vorwerk-Hufe 2.1 1.3 0.9

Weekly serf labour per

Hufe (in days) 1.7 3 3? 4? 5?

Percentage of serf
labour used for culti-
vation of Vorwerk area| 57 63 52 68 60

!Greater Poland; ?2Eastern parts of Greater Poland; 1580-1612, 1613-26,
1627-55; Western parts of Greater Poland; 1580-94, 1695-1615, 1616-55.

labour services (see Table 6). Thus the Vorwerk of a Polish aristocrat
grew from an average of 3.1 Hufen 1500-50 to 3.6 Hufen in 1551-80.
By 1631-55 it had reached the size of 6.2 Hufen for the whole of Greater
Poland. In 1551-80 the ratio between land held by peasants and that
managed by the landlords was about 1.3:1. The labour services which
had been limited to a few days in the year during the high middle ages
rose to two days per week between 1500 and 1550 and to three in 1551-
80. By this time no.less than 63% of the labour on the demesnes was
provided by serfs, with the remaining 32% coming from wage
labourers employed by the landlords. In 1551-80 some 93.9% of the
landlords’ income was raised through the Vorwerk economy. Dues
and other payments from the peasants dropped to a mere 6.1%.
Andrzej) Wyczariski has done a calculation which shows the high
profitability of this economic system: in 1551-80 the income of a
nobleman in the western parts of Greater Poland would have dropped
by about one third, if the mixed system of serf labour and wage labour
had been replaced by one relying exclusively on wage labour.

In the decade of the 1560s Poland exported about 6%of its net grain
production and about 15-20% of the grain which was sent to the
market; the figures for rye, the main crop, were 12% and 40%
‘respectively. The Brandenburg Mark which, together with the rest of
East Elbia, experienceéd a development similar to that of Poland was
equally closely tied into the East-Central European grain-trade.
Danzig rose to the position of the most important port for grain
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_exports in the Baltic region. Between the end of the 15th century and
the 1710s, exports increased ten-fold from 10,000 Last per annum to
100,000 Last. In 1619 some 175,000 Last are assumed to have reached
Danzig (see Figure 4). The Polish estate-owners transported their

Figure 4:
Volume of grain exports from Danzig
1557-1700 (quinquennial averages in Last)
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: gr’é’ih down the River Vistula on rafts to sell in Danzig. Some of these
sble families shipped up to 800 Last per annum. While Danzig saw a
riod of great prosperity, other Polish towns declined. Internal trade
conitracted. The peasants, pushed to the margins of the economy,
eré ctit off from the market and hence also disappeared as buyers of
basu: manufactured goods. Those elements of the szlachta (middle
ybility), who benefited from ‘the export boom, tended to buy foreign
xury goods. Shrinking demand and foreign competition put the
scréews on the artisans in the towns. At the same time Polish
érchants suffered from the policies adopted by the nobility which
ifiéd to establish a direct link between the large-scale grain
u_ters and foreign merchants.
'h'e_:ir'ltroduction of a Vorwerk economy and the labour policies
adopted by it amounted to a retrograde step away from the simple
"ket economy which had emerged elsewhere. East-Central Europe
¢ med to forms of appropriation which had existed in the past. In
sense the refeudalization of agriculture in these parts of Europe
ented the most extreme contrast to the rise of a commercialized
system in England. And yet it was not a mere reversal of earlier
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historical trends. What was new was that the world market rather
than the seigneurial estate provided the central reference point; new
was also the division of labour which, although it remained
unchanged on the essates, came to be based at a higher level on the
above-mentioned regional differentiations and was dictated by the
highly developed commercial zone in the northwestern corner of
Europe. Feudal ties had been loosened in the high middle ages which
saw the emergence of a simple market economy. In the 16th century
this process became reversed under the impact of a world market
which thrived on unequal terms of exchange. The world market was
not always the point of reference of the Vorwerk economy, though.
This economy also developed, albeit more slowly and hesitatingly, in
regions which were outside the Baltic sphere. According to ]J.
Topolski there appear to have been two types of Vorwerk systems.
The first one was linked to the export market; the other one was part
of the domestic economy. Export demand and domestic demand
therefore combined to effect the transition to a Vorwerk economy.
The first impetus for the change came from the regions which
exported grain to Western-Europe; but the success of these exports

acted as a stimulus to other regions which were not part of the export.

“network.

. There was furthermore the export.of livestock from Eastern Europe
and Denmark which assumed enormous proportions in the 16th
century. Hungarian traders sold more than 180,000 oxen in Vienna
betweeri 1549 and 1551. In the 1560s and 1570s annual exports from
Hungary were about 150,000 head. The share of livestock in terms of
total Hungarian exports (excluding copper and precious metals) rose
from about 55% at the beginning of the 16th century to 93.6% in 1542.
The trade in Denmark and Schleswig was no less significant. It
grew from 20,000 head per annum between 1480and 1500 to 55-60,000
in the period 1660-1620. The customs post at Gottorp in Holstein
handled 12,813 head in 1485; by 1612 this figure had reached its
absolute maximum of 52,350 head (see Figure 5). In good years an
estimated 40,000 oxen were exported from Western Russia and the
Ukraine. As Duke Johann Friedrich the Elder of Saxony claimed, the
cattle market at Buttstadt near Weimar often received ‘15[,000],

16{,000] and even 20,000 oxen’. One prerequisite of such huge

livestock exports was, of course, the existence of large concentrations
- of consumers, e.g. in the Netherlands; but there is also.the expansion
of grain production at the expense of 'livestock farming to be
considered which occurred in Western and Central Europe. Its
volume notwithstanding, the livestock trade did not have
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3
. repercussions on the system of production which were in any way
-comparable to the impact of the grain exports on Eastern Europe
agriculture.
Figure 5:°

Volume of oxen drift over land to Frisia
and the Netherlands, 1491-1700 (ten-year
averages of animals registered by Gottorf.
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:'Tﬁrri'i'r']g'farther east, Russia was still outside the “Thiinen Circles’
“the 16th century. Nevertheless, her agriculture was exposed to
developmems which were very similar to those in East- Central
Europe. In both regions a dec1mat10n of the labour force as a result of
idemics, famines and wars in the late middle ages created the
nditions of change. The policy of tying the peasants to the land

g_chéd its first climax in 1497 when the possibility of opting out of
feudal services was limited to the period around St. George’s Day (26
ovember). Thenceforth the landlords extended their estates, and the
nsition to the Vorwerk economy set in. The great crisis of 1560-
) proved to be the turning point. The pressure of serfdom became
intolerable that the peasant economy began to crack. Many pedants
spted out of the system by escaping to the fertile Black Soil regions of
southeast. The only solution which the Tsaristautocracy and the
tdal Tords could think of when faced with this depopulation was to
_é_éiéants even more firmly to the land and to expand their
nes. However, the point of reference of this economy was not
srld market, but the domestic market.

1.3 Crafts, Commerce and Finance

sis of the late middle ages had been less damaging to
inufacturing than to agriculture. Manufactured goods were less
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sensitive to income fluctuations. One response by the artisans to the
crisis was to form cartels. What ended the crisis in the 16th century
was an increased demand for goods by a growing population and new
of)portunities resulting from the opening up of markets overseas.
However, the end of the century saw a gradual decline in the
effective growth rate for manufactured products where the demand
was generated by population growth; by then inflation had begun to
undermine the spending power of the consumer; declining real
income also caused demand to concentrate increasingly on basic
foodstuffs. Although the colonial system of the 16th century, as will
be seen later, (pp. 42ff.), was based primarily on plunder and
exploitation, the non-European world, and the American colonies in
particular, nevertheless assumed an increasing 1importance as
markets for finished goods from Europe, even if this trade was not to
be compared with that of the late.17th and 18th centuries. Thus a
remarkable correlation has been found to exist between the
fluctuations in the production of textiles at Lille and the trans-
Atlantic trade of Seville which seems to indicate that exports’to the
Americas were far from insignificant. Overall the growth of the

European economy brought about a number of marked shifts in the \‘\

regional distribution of craft production. In the late middle ages
Nuremberg and Augsburg became centres of the Upper German
region which emerged as a major area of manufacturing next to those
in Upper and Central Italy and the Netherlands. Metal goods
production provided the main basis of Nuremberg’s economic
position. Augsburg’s steep rise, on the other hand, was due to the
production of a cloth based on a mixture of linen and cotton, known
as fustian. '

The Fuggers, Augsburg’s most important and famous merchant
family, started in this trade. Nuremberg and Augsburg also became
trade centres with a vast hinterland. In the case of Nuremberg 1t
included large parts of Eastern Europe. Augsburg, on theotherhand,
succeeded-in establishing itself in silver and copper mining in the
Eastern Alps and in Upper Hungary. Ultimately, the city more or less
came to dominatethese industries. These activitiesenabled the Upper

" German merchant capitalists to gain control of the Portuguese spice
trade whose main centre after 1501 was Antwerp. The Portuguese
needed copper, silver and metal goods for their African and East
Indian trade. The Fuggers directed their copper and silver exports
towards Antwerp and away from Venice which had monopolized the
spice trade until then (see Table 7). Antwerp becamea stronghold of the
Upper German merchants. At the beginning of the 16th century, the
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. Table 7:
Size of the Hungarian copper trade of the Fuggers, 1497-1539
(annual averages in tons and percentages)

period Tonnage of -l,{pr)n,S. lol Anlv‘vel‘p ]-lxp()l'ts'lr)-Veni(te
. (otal exports via Dam}g and Stettin and Trieste
(in %) (in %)?
1497-1503 1390.4 : 12.3! 32 1.
1507-09 1476.8 49.3 13-3
1510-18 1625.2 55.8 2:6
1519-26 1367.3 35.2 4.5
1527-39 1099.1 53.9 10:2

1 R - . )
1497/99: 0,41-8 % ?The remaining exports went to Nuremberg, Leipzig,
Hamburg, Frankfurtand Liineburg; but the final destination of large parts
of these exports was probably again Antwerp.

Upper German region, Northern and Central Italy and the southern .
parts of the Netherlands still held their uncontested leadership
position in manufacturing. But in subsequent decades the northern
parts of the Netherlands as well as England and France moved to the
forefront. The older commercial countries declined. Spain and
Poland became importers of goods.

-+ A few regional exceptions apart, textiles were the leading sector
both in terms of national income and of the number of people it
employed. There was little change in this respect up to the first phase
-of the Industrial Revolution. The industry’s dominant role was due
4o the fact that, next to food, textiles satisfied a basic human need.
nitially the share of textile production for self-provision continued
o-be high; but there was a growing number of people who were
dependent on the market. Fashion transformed traditional clothing
abits. The market grew not only in size, but also experienced a
ange in quality standards. .
England which hadrisen from an exporter of wool to one of textiles
ticceeded in securing for itself an important position in the heavy
loths market. Exports rose by 96% in the first half of the 16th century
99/1500-1549/50). In the peak year of 1549-50 the country ex-
erted 147,161 ‘shortcloths’ (the unit of calculation then in use).
‘hére was a recession in the 1560s before exports regained a fairly
le-level in the last quarter of the century (see Figure 6). Between
606:and 1614 exports averaged about 179,000 ‘shortcloths’ per
nnum: A structural change occurred in the sense that the cheaper
d. lighter kerseys gained ground ®is-a-vis the traditional heavy
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Figure 6:
Quinquennial averages of English
shortcloth exports, 1501~ 1640*
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'From 1606/10 excl. of cloths exported by foreign merchants.

cloths. Kerseys still belonged to the category of ‘old draperies’; but
their emergence points to a trend which ultimately led to the so-called
‘new draperies’ taking the lead on a broad front.

The ‘new draperies’ were relatively cheap and light textiles which, |
like linen, were an outgrowth of the ‘commercialization of rural %
techniques’ (D.C. Coleman). These fabrics gained their popularity
first in the southern parts of the Netherlands. Their success is closely
related to the decline of the textile industry of the Flemish towns.
Indeed, the ‘new draperies’ made a major contribution to the collapse
of the ‘old draperies’, with Hondschoote becoming the most
important centre of the new industry. This town exported an average
of 86,956 pieces per annum in the 1560s and 1570s. After its
destruction in 1582, Lille took over as the metropolis of the Flemish
‘nouvelles draperies’. Other refugees from the southern Netherlands
re-established the industry further north and in England. Thus some
58,627 pieces were produced in Leiden by the beginning of the 17th
century. In England, where the ‘new draperies’ first gained a foothold
in the 1560s, they made up about a quarter of total textile exports in
1606-14, rising to 42% by about 1640 (see Table 8).

Towards the end of the 16th century, the Wiirttemberg town of
Calw became the centre of the industry in Germany. The textile
manufacturers in Italy, on the other hand, who had occupied first
place at the beginning of the 16th century, failed to adapt to changing
demand and, as we shall see, this proved.to be a major cause of their
decline in the 17th century. What made the ‘new draperies’ so-
successful was that they were cheaper, lighter and more attractive to
wear. They appealed to a larger group of consumers and were able to
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respond to changesin fashions. It was also of vital importance to their *
success that the Italian colony of merchants in Antwerp opened lip
the Mediterranean markets which were to become the most important
for these fabrics.

: Table &:
Cloth exports of London and provincial ports in the first half
of the 17th century (000s)

London Prg}’fr‘}gia‘ Total

No. of No. of No. of o
pieces £ pieces £ pieces £ o
1606/14: Shortcloths 132 880 | 47 313 179 | 1193 77
New draperies| — 267 - 80 - 347 23
Total 1147 - 393 - 1540 | 100
ca. 1640:Shortcloths | 87 | 580 | 40 | 267 | 127 | 8a7| 58
New draperiesj; — 515 - 90 - 605 42
Total - 1095 - 357 - 1452 | 100

It was not only the ‘new draperies’, but also linen which benefited
from the structural changes in demand that spelled the end of the
manufacturers of ‘aristocratic’ cloths. The linen industry spread
above all throughout Western and Northwestern France, Flanders
and Germany, i.e. regions in which climatic conditions were
favourable for the growing of flax. In the German-speaking lands,
East-Central Europe and Silesia gained increasing importance beside
the traditional regions of Upper Swabia and Westphalia. It was
merchant capitalists from Upper Germany and from Nuremberg in
particular, who moved into these new regions. They secured the
production for themselves by concluding collective agreements with
-local guilds. Around 1610-20 some 4,400 masters were covered by
-such agreements. Dutch and English merchants emerged as rivals of
the Upper German firms around the turn of the century. These men
‘brought the rural production under their control with the help of
“local landlords and by circumventing the towns. It was a
‘development which, as Herbert Kisch has observed, resembled the
‘classic pattern of colonial penetration’. Slowly the Upper German
~cloths began to lose out. As late as 1595, it is true, some 410,000 pieces
of fustian were taken to the Augsburg Schau, an institution which
controlled the quality of products. Butin thelongrun these materials
coutd not compete against the cheaper linen, on the one hand, and

on the other, the more expensive high-quality textiles of the time.
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Except for the production of yarns, towns tended to remain the
centres of textile manufacture and trade. It was only in the second half
of the 16th century that the industry spread into the countryside,
following a trend which had set in in England and Flanders long ago.
There, wool manufacture had shifted from the town to the country
since the late middle ages and had established itself as a ‘cottage
industry’ among small-holders and landless rural producers. This
‘industry’ was organized as a putting-out system: whereas production
was on a family basis, both marketing of the finished goods and the
acquisition of the necessary raw materials was taken over by merchant
capitalists. The small producers became dependent on this type of
entrepreneur (Verleger) who provided them with raw materials,
offered credit facilities and sold the goods, taking advantage of his
knowledge of the markets. Only where the acquisition of raw
materials, as in the case of linen manufacturers, did not present any
difficulties and production required no supervision, did a system of
direct purchasing (Kaufsystem) survive which left the producer with a
modicum of formal independence vis-a-vis the merchant. However,
these putters-out were not always merchant capitalists in terms o
their backgrounds. In some cases,
establishing themselves as Verleger of their co-producers. It also
happened that those artisans were able to work their way up to this
position who were the'lastin the production and finishing process. In
Calw, for example, the dyers became the Verleger of the weavers.

Mining, metal production and the iron trade were far less
significant than textiles in the 16th century. This did not prevent
modes of production to emerge much earlier in these industries which
were clearly capitalist. Next to timber, iron was the most important
industrial raw material. However, at the beginning of the 16th
century its production was still quite limited. It 15 estimated that it
amounted to some 70,000 tons of wrought iron, half of which was
produced in Central Europe. Output probably doubled in the course
of the century. Furnaces and the related indirect techniques of iron-
making, which had spread from Northern Italy in the late middle
ages, slowly established themselves. Although production in the
Upper Palatinate around the mining towns of Amberg and Sulzbach
declined in the course of the 16th century, this region continued to'be
the most important in Europe in terms of output. In 1609 some 178
forge hammers were in operation there. The total number of workers
was around 10,550 of whom 40% were engaged in charcoal
production. More than 20% of the population of the Upper Palatinate
in the 16th century earned their livelihood in the iron industry.

producers succeeded in
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Silver and copper mining expanded from the middle of the 15th
century. The growth of the former was due to the demand for silver
coins in a growing economy. Production was concentrated in
Thuringia, the Erzgebirge south of Dresden, the Carpathian
Mountains and in the eastern Alps. It reached its peak in 1526-35,
with an annual output of about 96 tons. This was five times of whatit
had been in 1450. Up to the eve of the Thirty Years’ War, production
slipped back to around 24 tons. This decline was due to the
competition of silver from the Americas which began to appear on the
European markets.

Figure 7:
Volume of Central European copper
production, 1501-1620 (ten-year
averages in tons)
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. Production of copper rose until the second decade of the 16th
-century, before it began to stagnate; it fell markedly after the middle of
rhé__century (see Figure 7). It is possible that the declining per capita
income of the European population led to a shrinking of thedemand
* for manufactured goods based on copper. The most important
regions with an 80-90% share of total European output were Schwaz,
Taufers, Rattenberg, Rohrer Biihel and Radmer-on-Hasel in Tyral: :
~of Neusohl in Upper Hungary:(known as Banskd Bystrica in
Czechoslovakld loday) and of Mansfeld and Eisleben in Thuringia;
Sweden emerged as the fourth major producer only towards the end of
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the 16th century. The copper market developed into something like
an oligopoly after the beginning of the century. Between 1500 and
1546 the Fuggers held a partial monopoly together with the Thurzos,
a family of mining engineers from Cracow. They controlled copper
production in Upper Hungary and dominated the marketing of
Tyrolean copper. The Fuggers determined pricing policies within
the oligopoly. According to the Fuggers’ balance sheet of 31
December 1546, their stocks of copper amounted to one million
guldens out of total holdings worth 1.25 million guldens (see Table
10, p. 00). After the Fuggers had dropped out, none of the other Upper
German firms which continued to dominate the market succeeded in
gaining a comparable position in the copper trade for a similarly
long time. Also the vertical concentration achieved by the Fuggers in
linking copper mining with copper manufacture remained more or
less an exception.

If traditional co-operative structures were destroyed in the mining
and smelting industries, it was less due to the demand for working
capital, as had been the case in the urban crafts system, than the need
for fixed capital to finance technological innovations. The co-
operative which held a share in the mines and mined the ore
themselves were in no position to raise larger sums of money for
investments. They had to rely on merchant capitalists or to give way
to other associations which came from the outside and had the
necessary funds at their disposal. The masters of small furnaces or

forges often found themselves in a similar predicament. Thus the .

putting-out system became the dominant form of organization in the
mining and metal industries. Yet time and again, the merchant
capitalists were forced to take production into their own hands. This
is true, for example, of the copper mines at Neusohl which were
jointly exploited by the Fuggers and Thurzos. Consequently there
emerged at Neusohl a centralized mining company the likes of which
did not exist elsewhere in the 16th century. By 1527 the Fuggers had
invested some 210,000 guldens in this venture, rising to 368,000
guldens by 1536. But the putting-out system also required large, in
some cases even enormous, sums, in particular in areas where a
sovereign had taken mines and furnaces into hisown passession. The
Augsburg firm of Manlich, forexample, made an agreement with one
branch of the family of the Count of Mansfeld for the purchase of
300,000 guldens worth of copper.

The emergence of large firms was accompanied by a concentration
of labour which had not been seen so far. In the middle of the 16th
century some 11,500 miners were employed in the Tyrolean mining
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district of Schwaz, of whom 7,460 worked in the Falkenstein pits
alone. A trucking system and other exploitative practices- were
widespread. The labourers in turn developed forms of collective
resistance. The Mansfeld miners repeatedly went on strike to protest
against unpaid wages. There are reports of similar protests from other
regions. The conflict between capital and labour began to manifest
itself.

As far as metal manufacture was concerned, Nuremberg was able to
maintain its pre-eminent position, based as it was on the adjacent
mining area of Upper Palatinate. Other regions, like the English
Midlands and those around Aachen, Liege and the Bergisches Land
east of Cologne, did not reach a similar importance. Iron and brass
goods as well as precision instruments from Nuremberg were
exported throughout the world. The city’s metal brooches, pots,
bowls and kettles were much in demand in Africa. As the arms
manufacturers of the Holy Roman Empire, the Nurembergers were at
times inundated with orders, especially during the wars against the
Turks. In 1557, the city’s blade-smiths are said to have produced
between 90,000 and 100,000 blades a week. This was possible only
because the merchant capitalists and the masters dependent upon
them were able to rely on a veritable industrial ‘reserve army’ (H.
Aubin) in the shape of labourers engaged in piece-work. According to
some estimates, they comprised one third of the population working:
in crafts and trades.

The sources of energy on which the manufacturing economy could
grow, continued to be very limited. Human and domestic animal
labour, water-power and wind-power apart, there existed only
organic substances, above all, wood. Owing to the great demand for
wood in the iron industry, supplies were insufficient. If the industry
therefore wished to expand beyond the confines set by existing
sources of energy, coal had to be brought in to substitute wood.
England appears to have made most progress along this route. For
technical reasons, it was not yet possible to use coal for iron-smelting,
but it came to be utilized for other purposes, leading to a relaxation of
demand for wood. Coal mining quickly assumed capitalist.features.
There was barely another branch in which the share of fixed capital
was as high as in this industry. Soon the sums invested surpassed the
£1,000 mark. The Newcastle mines employed some 5,800 people in
1637-38, of whom some 3,000 were face-workers. The Liege region
gained in some respects a comparable position on the European
Continent. About 50,000 tons of coal were mined there around the
middle of the 16th century.
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Nevertheless, despite these activities, the age was shaped not by
manufacturing capitalists, but by the merchants. They appeared to
instil it with a dynamic which knew no bounds. As K. Marx put it,
‘commerce dominated industry’; yet, a few exceptions apart, the
merchant capitalists did not penetrate into the production sphere and
organized it to manufacture goods for their account. The putting-out
system turned out to be the appropriate form for controlling
production without a direct involvement in it. But only the
merchants were able to accumulate funds of the size required as
working or, occasionally, as fixed capital for the manufacture of
goods. Their role was therefore not merely to organize production
and the exchange of goods on an interregional and international
level, but also to engage in capital formation.

Commerce expanded throughout Europe in the 16th century, be it
on land or on water; be it in the Mediterranean, the Baltic, along the
Atlantic coast or in Central Europe. To it must be added the trade
with the Americas and Asia. The European market widened to form
the’world market. In 1497, 795 ships passed through'the Sound; by
1557-58 this figure had risen to 2,251 ships, to reach an annual
average of 5,554 ships in 1591-1600. In 1607-8 some 1,407 ships
docked in Livorno, the port of the city of Florence; a year later the
number was 2,454. In the last quarter of #he previous century, the
figure had been rarely more than 500 ships perannum. Sailings to the
Far East rose from an annual average of 21 in the decade
1491/2-1501/2 to 114 between 1591-2 and 1600-1. At the same time
the share of Portuguese ships was eclipsed (see Figure 16, p. 86), when
the Dutch and the English successfully undermined the monopoly
which the Portuguese had been holding in the Far Eastern trade. The
Spanish trade with the Americas experienced an enormous
development. Between the years 1506-10 and 1591-1600 the number
of sailings between Seville and Spanish-America increased 45 to 186,
with total tonnage growing from 4,480 to 36,140 tons (see Figure 8, p.
41). This, to be sure, was no more than approximately 6-7% of the
tonnage passing through the Sound at this time! This picture is
totally changed, however, if one calculates the silver value of the
goods imported from overseas as against that of the grain shipped
from the Baltic region, as can be seen from Table 9.

In other words, the value of the grain imports from the Baltic
region was a mere 64% of the value of the spices from the Far Eastand
28% of the precious metal imports from the Americas. And yet it was
only the trade in Central Europe, in the Baltic and along the Atlantic
coast which assumed modern features. As we have seen, it comprised
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Figure §:
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mass consumption goods, above all cereals, livestock and copper
from Eastern Europe and textiles and metal goods from the Western
parts of the Continent. There was also salt from Southwestern
Europe. Some 90% of Polish exports were in grain, livestock and furs.
Hungary’s exports of livestock and copper were probably even
higher. Textiles led the list of imports, comprising 48% of the goods
imported to Poland by sea in 1565-85.and 68.7% of Hungarian
imports in 1542,

Table 9:

Imports into Europe, 1591-1600 (annual averages)
Region of origin Type of goods | Weight (in tons) (in [o}ml?](;jfesilver)
Baltic Grain ca. 126 109.4 ca. 87.5'
Asia? Spices ca. 27120 ca. 136.8*
America Precious metals| ca.. 287.7 ca. 309.4

- 1Based on grain prices on Amsterdam market in 1591/1600. 2Ca. 1600.
3Based on prices on Antwerp market and, where source not indicated, on
- German prices for spices.
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. The intercontinental trade, on the other hand, continued to follow

the traditional pattern, with a heavy emphasis on spices and precious
metals. Some 95.6% of the goods reaching Spain from the Americas
in 1594 were precious metals; by 1609 the figure was 84%. Spices had a
similarly high share of Portuguese imports from East India.

The trade with the Americas differed from that with the Far Eastin
that it began to depart from the traditional one-way pattern. A
growing volume of goods—wine, oil, linen, cloths—flooded into
America from Spain. The Spanish mother-country achieved a high
trade surplus through its link with its American colonies. By the
beginning of the 1570s, almost half of the silver shipped to Spain was
used in payment of imports to America. Allin all, however, European
overseas trade remained dominated by precious metals and spices. At
the end of the 16th century pepper fetched six or seven times the
original purchase price, and profitsamounted to as much as one third
of the final retail price. The speculative character of thé spices and
precious metals markets promoted the accumulation of merchant
capital, but it also kept the merchants away from the production
sphere and hence contributed to a conservation of the existing system
of production. b/f .

This leads us to consider the stimuli behind the overseas expansion
of the Spaniards and Portuguese. It was the search for gold which
caused the latter to venture into Africa; their desire to undermine the
Venetian monopoly in the profitable spice trade pushed them beyond
Africa towards East India. Gold was also the lure in the conquest of
America, as the log-book of Christopher Columbus demonstrates.
The discovery of America was not, to quote Pierre Vilar, ‘a
coincidence unrelated to economic factors’, but- rather the
‘culmination of an internal evolution of the Western economy’. This
economy had grown since the middle of the 15th century. Yet this
growth would only continue if metal coins were available in
sufficient quantities. And thus the re-emergence of the occidental
economy unleashed a further process which ended in the subjugation
of the non-European world to the metropolitan centres-of Europe.
This connection arose in the case of the Iberian peninsula under
specific conditions. There overseas expansion offered a solution to

the problem of declining incomes which the nobility, impoverished
by the crisis of the late middle ages as it was, had experienced. The
landlords ‘externalized’ the crisis, and they combined with mercantile
interests which had their base in the Mediterranean. Atfirst the feudal
element continued to be the determining one; for the methods
adopted in the conquest of America were no more than an extension
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of the medieval reconquista. Pierre Vilar has quite aptly spoken of
‘Spanish imperialism’ as ‘the highest stage of feudalism’. '
Looting, plunder and naked exploitation were the main features of
the colonial system of the 16th century. The feverish search for
precious metals overruled all moral scruples. Faced with the
conquistadores and the excessivedemands which they made on native
labour, the demographic and economic equilibrium of the old
American culture collapsed. The population of the Antilles was
exterminated within a few decades. The population of Mexico which
had numbered 25.3 million in 1519 slumped to one million by 1600.
The inhabitants of Peru were in all probability similarly decimated.
The plantation economy whose origins go back to the first half of the
16th century pointed to a later era of colonial exploitation. Towards
the end of the century these plantations were not yet of major
importance, however. Silver mining in Mexico and Peru dominated
the field. Its productivity was so low that it could be continued only
because native labour cost next to nothing. The Potosi minesin Peru
were so high in the mountains that work there was way above what

~was physiologically endurable. In short, the silver mines of Central

and South America cost millions of lives.

Although Europe’s overseas trade continued to be structured along
traditional lines, the first contours of an asymmetrically organized
world market began to emerge in the 16th century. It was at this time
that the metropolitan centres in Western Europe started to integrate
regions which were more or less dependent on them into a system of
an. unequal division of labour. Whereas the centres reserved the

" manufacture of finished goods for themselves, the peripheral regions
“were restricted either to the production of basic foodstuffs (as in the

case of East-Central Europe) or of precious metals and expensive
foods (as in the case of the Americas though, with regard to the latter,
only in embryonic fashion). Fundamentally different forms of work
organization were characteristic of this new system: formally free
labour, on the one hand, and serf or slave labour, on the other.
One consequence of this was that the division of labour between
metropoles and peripheries assumed the form of an unequal

.exchange between the two spheres. To begin with, there was thedirect

one-way transfer resulting from plunder, but also from the sending
back of profits to Europe; it came to be complemented by indirect
transfers because the labour that went into products from the
periphery was less well paid than that contained in metropolitan

- goods. The metropolitan centres stood to benefit from the difference,

provided it was not wiped out by lower productivity on the periphery.
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The Far East was not yet included in this system of an unequal
division of labour. No attempts at colonization took place there
comparable to those in the Americas. Portugal, itis true, succeeded in
bringing the trade inside the Asian continent under her control; but
she failed when she tried to cut off Venice from the spice trade which
went through the sea ports of the Levant. The share of the European
pepper trade along the South African route rose to 55% between 1505
and 1549. But it dropped back to 45% in the second half of the 16th
century. The Portuguese Estado da India began to operate
independently from Portugal and transformed itself into an
institution which lived on the tributes which itimposed on the inner-
Asia trade and on the ships passing through the Red Sea. Two figures
may be given to illustrate that Asia’s position in the world of the 16th
century cannot really be compared to that of the Americas: no'more
than about 13% of the spices from the Far East were exported to
Europe; on the other hand, 75% of America’s precious metals were
shipped across the Atlantic. And even these figures do not tell the
whole truth; for it would surely be quite illegitimate to mention the
murderous mining techniques appli€d in the Americas and the
methods of spice cultivation in the same breath.

Europe’s expansion overseas led to tangible' changes in the
economic balance within the European Continent. Antwerp became
the most important trade centre. Its power was based on cloths from
England, Central European silver and copper and luxuries from
overseas; its trade with the colonial dependencies provided the
stimulus for Antwerp’s dynamic economy. The upswing in the trade
on the Continent which was borne by the merchant capitalists of
Upper Germany and the overseas trade converged in that city. Its rise
in the first two decades of the 16th century was made possible by a
‘Portuguese-German commercial alliance’ (H. van der Wee) which
was based on spices and metals. In the 1520s and 1530s, this alliance
weakened in the face of the competition of silver from the Spanish-
Americas and because of the failure to establish a Portuguese
monopoly in the spice trade. But Antwerp succeeded in building new
foundations through its trade with Spain, Italy, France and England
and through the expansion of manufacturing in the Netherlands. In

1543-45 some 74% of Dutch exports passed through Antwerp. By 1560
the share of manufactured goods from the Netherlandsreachedabout
72% of total exports. Some 29% of these, to be sure, were re-exports,
above all textiles from England. Foodstuffs headed the list of imports
to the tune of 44%.

When Antwerp declined from the late 1560s as a result of political
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vand religious troubles, a number of other cities initially benefited
from this, among them Genoa, Livorno, London, Amsterdam and
-Hamburg. But ultimately Antwerp’s position was inherited by
- Amsterdam. Whereas the rise of the former had been due to its role as
an intermediary between England, Central Europe and the overseas
" territories, Amsterdam’s commercial strength came torest on its trade
in commodities from the Baltic and from the Atlantic coast. Grain
and timber from the countries along the south coast of the Baltic Sea
:and iron ore and copper from Sweden were exchanged for salt from
Portugal and the Bay of Biscay and herrings from the North Sea.
"~ -Amsterdam became the most important centre of the grain trade in
Etrope when the Iberian peninsula and Italy were hit by-serious
shortages. Towards the end of the 16th century, Holland was the
. main commercial power in Europe. It held a quasi-monopoly over
-the Baltic trade. The share of ships arriving from the Baltic.in
:Amsterdam (and in other parts of the Northern Netherlands, but
ekcluding local traffic) rose from 56%in 1557-60to 79%in 1611-20. In
terms. of tonnage, the share was even as high as 85%. Around 1570 the
city’s commercial fleet had a capacity of 232,000 tons; the fleet of the
--Hanseatic League was second with 110,000 tons. Less than a century
«earlier both the Dutch and the Hanseatic fleets had had roughly the
same size of 60,000 tons.

_Techniques and organizational forms of this trade were slow to
<change. In this respect Europe did not see a revolution, but rather the
‘proliferation of the methods developed by the Italians. Private

companies dominated the scene, either as pure family enterprises or
‘as firms with outside partners. It was only in the second half of the

“16th -century that innovations were made when the joint-stock

ompany.and the voor-compagnieen emerged in England and

Iolland respectively. Thus the Russia Company was founded in

:1555. The Levant Company was established in 1581, followed by the

“East India Company in 1600. These joint-stock companies differed

‘from the loosely organized ‘regulated companies’, like the Company

f Merchant Adventurers or the Eastland Company whose members

onducted their business on their own account. The joirt-stock

dmpany had, as indicated by the name, a capital stock which was

sued in the form of shdres to merchants and investors. A similar

ystem was adopted for the Dutch voorcompagnieen which emerged

1595 and which were given this name because they preceded the

ited - East India Company. The joint-stock company was

eveloped because the capital requirements for large-scale and long-

i overséas transactions were often beyond the means of family
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firms; it was also a way of distributing the risk of dangerous ventures
on to several shoulders. In short, the vagaries of the market forced the
merchants to develop new forms of organization. The establishment
of  these forms went hand-in-hand with a growing emphasis on
calculability and ‘rationality’ which Max Weber has written about.
Double-entry bookkeeping which had been confined to Italy up to the
late middle ages now became a widespread practice.

The credit system likewise saw an extraordinary expansion in an
attempt to satisfy the growing requirements of the merchants. Bills of
exchange came to be used throughout FEurope as a means of payment.
Towards the end of the 16th century they also became negotiable. In
this respect the bill of exchange was preceded in Northwestern
Europe by the 'bill obligatory’ (cédule obligatoire; schulderkenning).
The discounting of both types of bill became general practice.
Antwerp and Lyons emerged as Europe’s leading clearing and
financial centres up the second half of the 16th century. The former
operated within the Spanish monaf{hy, the latter within France. But
thé bankruptcies of the two states in 1557 ushered in the decline of the
two cities.

- At first the clearing business was conductéd in both cities in
connection with a fair which took place four times a year. Gradually
the fair centres changed into financial centres, a metamorphosis in
which Antwerp gained a lead over Lyons. The credit business which
was centred around the ‘new’ exchange established in 1531 continued
to coincide with the four annual fairs; the commodities business on
thie other hand which was taken over by the ‘English’ exchange came
to be transacted on a permanent basis and independently of the fairs.

The financial practices adopted and developed further by Antwerp
prepared the way for banking in the centuries to come. They were to
reach their ultimate refinement later in the London ‘City’. In
subsequent decades the Genoese exchanges built their reputation as
the main clearing centres on the ruins of Antwerp and Lyons. These
exchanges took place at Besangon at first and later in different places
until they found a permanent home in Piacenza after 1579. But in
1627 they too went under in the aftermath of the financial crisis of the
Spanish estate. The Genoese fairs were pure fairs of exchange. As a
Venetian put it in 1604 and without exaggerating, not a single
quatrina would change hands here. On the other hand, turnover
reached astronomical figures. In 1588 it is said to have been over 37
million ecus de marec, and a few years later even 48 million. To quote
Fernand Braudel: ‘For a long time, the Mediterranean took control of
the wealth of the world through Genoa.’
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The rapidly growing credit requirements of the state authorities
| were ayt the heart of the expansion of high finance in the 16th centur
.Spam s public expenditure experienced a growth in real terms by.
_some 80% l?etween 1520 and 1600, and state revenue could not possit‘)ly
keep up with this. In certain years the Castilian monarchy spent twicz
the amount of what it received. Loans became the only solution
Other monarchies were in a similar predicament, and the rise of thé '
. Fuggers to th§ position of one of the major financial powers of the
1.6th century is therefore intimately connected with the inadequat
fina nc1a‘1 base of the early modern state. Af ter the Fuggers had la?d th:
foupdauons of their empire as merchant capitalists they made credit
a'vallable to the Habsburgs, and this in turn gave them access to thS
sz]ver an,d copper mines of the eastern Alps. These mines and th:
.- L-gggers commitments in Upper Hungary helped them to ain
. control Qf the European copper market. Beside the trade in oresgthe
loan business became their main activity. In 1546 Emperor Charfes \%
qlope owed two million guldens of a total of 3.9 million guld
whlch the Fuggers had given in loans (see Table 10) s

Table 10:
Balance-sheet of the Fugger firm for year ended 31.12.1546
(000s gulden)

a) Assets

b) Liabilities
Lgnded estates and Short-term debts 1300
mines 800 Long-term debts %00
1250  Capital stock 5100
250
3900 -
a_'rm'ers‘ private acc. 400 ' /—J"Jﬂ! 7100
Misc. 500
. e
7100

he larger a particular state, the more it depended on the credit
acilities of the great commercial families. Increasing territorial
xpansion also meant a growing distance between those parts where
€1 ue W_as-raised and where it was needed. The costs of extracting
ver ‘from the Americas could only be covered with the help of
iternational finance capital and could be mobilized only by means
hanges. As Richard Ehrenberg has correctly observed, ‘it was
¢ Potosi silver mines, but the Genoese fairs of exchange which
de it possible for Philip II to conduct his world power policy
gf_t"__er_ decade’. Although this capital became increasingly
itralized, by the end of the 16th century its earlier close links with
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merchant capitalism had been loosened and it began to play a role of
its own. It was only in a very indirect way, i.e. through the military
expenditure of the State, that it was of benefit to the production
sphere.

1.4 The Price Revolution and Socio-Economic Change

The cumulative effect of inflation on grain prices in the 16th century
was on average about 1.4% per annum. By 20th century standards, this
might be considered insignificant and the term ‘price revolution’
hence seem inappropriate. A more definitive verdict will not be
possible, however, until we have taken due account of the economic
" and social context in which inflation occurred. If grain prices were at
100 index points in 1501-10, they rose as follows in the course of the
16th century:

!

v
England (see Figure 9) 425
Northern Netherlands 318
Southern Netherlands # 380
France 651
Spain (New Castille and Valencia) 376
Germany 255
Austria 271
Poland 403

Prices for manufactured goods did notrise quite so steeply and merely
doubled. The price rises which deserve to be called a ‘price
revolution’, it is true, hit most countries only in the second half of the
16th century; but price levels generally began to move up from the
beginning of the century at the latest. If one does not include the
Central European production of silver, it is therefore problematical
to reduce the cause of the so-called price revolution to the imports of
gold and silver from the Americas. These imports did not reach
Europe on a larger scale until the second half of the 16th century.
They amounted to 236.3 tons in 1531-40, rising to 755.5 tons in the
decade 1551-60 and finally to 3093.9 tons in 1591-1600. After this they
levelled off in the subsequent four decades at a figure which was one-
fifth below the earlier maximum (see Figure 9). All in all some

© 20.664 tons of silver and gold (gold = ca. 10.8% of this total) were

imported between 1503 and 1650. According to estimates by F.
Braudel and F. Spoonrer, these imports increased the amount of

precious metals circulating in coins in Europe by less than 50% at"

best. In order to salvage their hypothesis that these imports fuelled
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Figure 9:
Index of nominal prices in ten-year
averages for England, 1450-1649
(1450799 = 100)
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Figure 10:
Volume of exports in precious metals
from America to Europe, 1503-1730
(ten-year averages in tons silver)
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on, both authors had to take recourse to the argument that the
sed speed of money circulation was responsible for the price

."In line with monetary theory, this would mean that prices
itld rise equally for all products. But as Figure 10 shows, this was
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not at all the case. In short, the discrepancy between the prices for
basic foodstuffs and those for other goods put a question mark behind
this theory.

It 1s therefore safer to assume that the growth of the money in
circulation is, in conditions of economic expansion, more probably.a
reflection of this expansion than its cause. The above-mentioned
price discrepancies would, moreover, appear to make it likely that
other non-monetary factors unleashed the ‘price revolution’; Spanish
silver at least played no more than a secondary role. The gap between
the prices for basic foodstuffs and those for other products can only be
explained in terms of the different elasticities of demand for food, on
the one hand, and manufactured goods, on the other, among a
growing population.}dsing prices for basic foodstuffs do not result
in a reduced demand; it is inelastic. The opposite is true of non-
essential goods; here rising prices tend to depress demand. In short, in
times of a population growth with which supply fails to keep up,
food prices are liable to rise more steeply than prices for
nanufactured goods (see Table 11). Rising demand and insufficent
supply also affected production costs in differing ways. It was the
same problem of diminishing agricultural returns as in the high
middle ages: an expansion of grain production at the expense of
stock-farming reduced the quantity of manure and hence the fertility
of the soil. Productivity declined. Moreover, poor soil was ploughed

up for production and its yield was correspondingly very low. All this-

was bound to push up prices which were determined by the unit costs
of grain produced on the poorest soil. Manufactured goods, on the
other hand, were not affected by these mechanisms. Their production
and costs could be adjusted more flexibly to changing demand,
resulting in the above-mentioned price discrepancies.

Inflation was only one aspect of the price revolution of the 16th

Table 11:
Index of estimated rents and prices in southern England,
1510/19-1650/59

Rents! Prices for wheat Prices for wool _
1510/19 100 100 100
1550/59 308 253 171
1600/09 672 435 262
1650/59 845 573 (117)

1On new takings on the Herbert Estates, Wiltshire.
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century. It was paralleled by a rise in ground rents and fall in real
wages. The economic mechanisms underlying these developments
benefited the peasants in the first instance and increased their income,
unless they were marginal producers who sent very little of their
produce to the market. And indeed the records speak of well-to-do
peasants at this time. Yet rising peasant incomes were bound to.call
the landlords onto the scene. They saw, especially in areas where they
received cash rents, how the price revolution redistributed
agricultural income to their disadvantage. Consequently they tried to
prevent or reverse a reduction of their percentage. Where rent

" increases were difficult to achieve, they raised other contributions,
such as entry fines. Many landlords did quite well out of this. The
Holy Spirit Hospital at Biberach-on-Riss increased these fines so
steeply (1500-9 = 100; 1620-29 = 1,085) that the real value of the feudal
rent remained unaffected by the inflationary devaluation of the cash
payments. Newly rented land on the Herbert Estates in Wiltshire in
South England was so expensive that the landlord’s total gains in
some years rose faster than the price of wheat (see Table 11). On the
whole, the landlords fared best where they enlarged their own
property in order to lease it as happened in England or Western
France or in order to manage their estates themselves with the help of
serf labour.

There are many difficulties in producing a balance-sheet from
what has been said so far. Thus it was by no nfeans certain from the
start which group would gain the larger share of the increased wealth.
What was decisive in this respect was the property structure and the

. economic behaviour of the feudal lords. In general it seems safe to
assume that, disregarding exceptional developments, feudal burdens
. diminished in Western Europe, at least initially. East of the River
Elbe, by coritrast, the balance tilted clearly towards the nobility.
. Meanwhile the fall in real wages assumed catastrophic
proportions. In England nominal wages rose from 100 index points
in 1501-25 to 181 in 1575-1600; the equivalent figures for France and
Germany were 126 and 157 respectively; Austria, where nominal
Wages declined to 95, and the Southern Netherlands, where they rose
as high as 282, remained exceptions. But real wages fell, i.e. wages
lagged behind prices for manufactured goods, not to mention grain
prices. Thus the real wage index for building workers dropped by
more than 50% between 1476-1500 and 1591-1600 (see Figure 11).
scent research has shown that a building worker in Augsburg was
able adequately tomaintain his wifeand two children from hisannual
income during the first three decades of the 16th century. Thenceforth
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Figure 11:
Index of real wages of building workers in relation to a ‘basket’ of
goods in the age of the Price Revolution (1521/30 = 100)
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his living standard began to fall. Between 1566 and 1575 and from
1585 up to the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War his wages could no
longer pay for the subsistence minimum of his family. Meat slowly
disappeared from the diet of the poorer sections of the population. In
the late middle ages, annual meat consumption had reached the
figure of 100 kilos per person—an incredible quantity by today’s
standards. Up to the beginning of the 19th century, this figure
declined to less than 20 kilos. Sheer need forced people to eat cheaper
and less nutritious food. As Wilhelm Abel put it, the ‘meat standard of
the late middle ages’ was replaced by the ‘grain standard of the early
modern period’. :

The reasons for this fall in real wages are not difficult to discern.
Population growth multiplied the supply of labour. But demand for
labour did not increase commensurately. Hence wages did not keep
up with the rising cost of living. Per capita production declined at
the same time and per capita income followed suit. The wage-
earning population like the small-holders" were pushed into a
marginal existence. They precipitated, as Marx, quoting William
Th. Thornton, put it, ‘from the golden age straight into theiron one’.

The dynamic development of the 16th century which profoundly
affected all spheres of life ended up in another general crisis.
Conditions of economic growth reversed to usher in a period of
decline. The rapid growth of the population which had been one of
the main triggers of the upswing became a barrier which stifled
growth. The process of expansion did not merely come to a halt;
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©o worse, it deteriorated into what G. Bois has described as a period of
i ‘stagflation’. Thus agricultural output began to stagnate from the
’ middle of the 16th century, if not before, and soon began to fall. In the.
" Cambrésis in Northern France grain production reached its peak as
early as 1520 before it went into a slow decline. Taking 1370-79as 100,
the index had dropped to 70-80 by 1450, moved back to 80-90 around
1520, but fell again to around 75 in 1600-30. A similar situation arose
in the eastern parts of Normandy. And Polish agricultural
production was on the decline since the end of the century.

But while food production continued to stagnate and even fell, the
population did not stop growing. The gap between needs and
resources widened. Prices rose. At the same time the conflict between
peasants, landlords and the state over the distribution of agricultural
income became more acute. We have looked at the different policies
which the landlords adopted in Western and Eastern Europe in the
previous crisis (see above pp. 20ff.). Now they turned the screw again.
But there were also increased tax burdens. In Spain they doubled in
nominal terms between 1556 and 1584. The picture for France
emerges from Table 28 on p. 93 below. Soon the incipient Malthusian
crisis escalated into a major social crisis. The more the new century
approached, the more serious and devastating became the supply
problems. At the beginning of the 1570s Europe was hit by a famine
worse than any of the previous ones. Portugal, Spain and Italy
became dependent on grain deliveries from the North. In Italy which
had been suffering from bad harvests since 1586, the situation reached
crisis point in 1590. The Grand Duke of Tuscany, with Venice
following in his footsteps, sent his agents as far as Danzig to buy up
grain. Some 16,000 tons of Northern and East-Central European
grain reached the port of Livorno in 1593. Between 1590 and 1593
some 78 ships from Amsterdam, 59 ships from Hamburgand 29ships
from Danzig docked in the harbour. The inelasticity of demand for
basic foodstuffs and the economic contradictions inherent in the
feudal system were beginning to undermine the earlier expansion.
... Although, as has been seen (above, p. 49), prices for non-
agricultural goods rose less steeply than grain prices, the increased
strains within the economy were also having their effect on the
manufacturing sector. As real incomes declined in the face of rising
-grain prices, demand began to focus on basic foodstuffs. Inevitably,
" the production of other goods was adversely affected by this. Even in
. Antwerp where real wages fell less sharply thanelsewhere from 100in
1450-59 to 82.7 in 1594-1600, a mason with a family of four had to use
78.5% of his income for the purchase of foodstuffs. Accommodation,
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heating and light swallowed up another 10.4% so that a mere 10.1%
was left for clothing and other needs. However, those industries
which were engaged in the production of luxury goods very likely
suffered less under the depression. The social groups which would
buy such luxuries tended to benefit from the redistribution ef wealth
which occurred during crisis periods. Other trades were correspon-
dingly worse hit by the slump in mass demand for their cheaper
products, and demand in the underdeveloped and colonial world was
not yet so important as to be able to fill the breach. In short, the ups
and downs in the agricultural sector continued to dominate the
overall economigq situation without being able to determine the
situation of the manufacturing sector completely.

These economic developments and the problems they generated
were accompanied by changes in the social structure of the European
countries. The crisis sharpened the differentials in income and
property. Pauperization and proletarianization were paralleled by an
increased accumulation of wealth. Soon contemporaries began to
get worried about the growth in the number of beggars and vagrants.
The Magistraté of Berlin warned in 1540 that ‘many alien beggars are
milling about’. Vagrants and bandits posed a threat to the
countryside. The beggars were driven from the towns at periodic
intervals; but soon they were back again. The English Poor Laws
with their draconian penalties go back to this time.

The number of landless peasants and small-holders also increased
disproportionately. There were the small-holders, haricotiers,
‘gardeners’ and others who had some land. They must be
distinguished from the cottagers, manouvriers and Biidner who in
most cases at least owned a small house and a plot. And finally there
were the wage labourers and Einlieger (lodgers) who lived on the
farms of the landlords and wealthier peasants, sometimes having
rented a small piece of land from their employer. In Saxony 25.8% of
the population living in the countryside belonged to the first two
categories in 1550 (see Table 12). In 1577 some 43.2% wer small-
holders and cottagers (see Table 44, p. 149). In the Principality of
Schweidnitz-Jauer, the number of peasants declined to 20.5% up to
1619, with the share of small-holders, cottagers and wage labourers
rising to 69.6%. In Overijssel in the Low Countries some 61.4% were
peasants as against 38.6% small-holders and cottagers in 1602. There
is also the example of a French grain-growing village which
comprised up to 72 manouuvriers as against 100 laboureurs (peasants).
The percentage of the rural poor in terms of the total population in
the English countryside is thought to have been between one quarter
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Table 12:
Social structure of the population of Saxony, 1550-1843
1550} 1750 1843

abs. % abs. % abs. %
Citizens 116 000 26.7 | 200 000 19.7 | 300000 16.2
Urban Inwohner 22000 5.1 | 166000 16.3 | 326 500 17.6
Peasants 215000 49.5 [ 250000 24.6 | 250000 13.5
Cottagers 20 000 4.6 | 310000 30.4 | 869 000 46.8
Village Inwohner 55000 12.6 ( 82000 8.1 | 100000 5.4
Clergy 3500 0.9 4 500 0.4 4500 0,2
Seigneurs 2400 0.6 5500 0.5 6000 0.3
Total 434000 100.0 {1018 000 100.0 (1856 000 100.0

'Excl. Upper Lusatia

and one third. In some areas, such as the Languedoc, demographic
pressures caused a fragmentation of land ownership. The number of
medium-sized farms declined as small-holdings and, to a lesser
extent, large units proliferated. As E. Le Roy Ladurie has observed,
the property structure became ‘crystallized around two extremes’
which were functionally interdependent. The small-holders who did
not produce enough to feed themselves had to hire themselves out to
the large farms which filled their manpower requirements in this
way.

However, the population growth was not exclusively reponsible
for the emergence of this stratum of small-holders or landless people
in the countryside. No less significant was the social polarization
which took place within the village community under the impact of
economic change. Some peasants succeeded in enlarging theirlanded
property; but the majority were pushed to the margins of the
economy. High prices and low wages created favourable conditions
for accumulation, and the famines of the late 16th and early 17th
century merely accelerated this process. Work on Chippenham in
Cambridgeshire has shown that the bad harvests of those years
resulted in a decisive shift. Between 1544 and 1712 the medium-sized
farms all but disappeared. At the same time the proportion of
properties of 90 acres or more rose from 3% to 14%; households
without land increased from 32% to 63% (see Table 13). The
concentration of land as well as the population explosion was
contained only in those cases where the landlord and the village were
strong enough to control these developments.
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Table 13:
Sizes of peasant holdings in Chippenham
(Cambridgeshire/England) 1544-1712

Size of holdings 1544 1712
No. % No. %
90 acres and above 2 3.0 7 14.3
ca. 60-75 acres! 8 12.1 2 4.1
ca. 30-45 acres? 11 16.7 0 0
ca. 15 acgg:«” and less 10 15.2 4 8.2
7
Over 2 acres 31 47.0 13 26.5
2 acres and less 14 21.2 5 10.2
Landless households ’ 21 31.8 31 63.3
Totals N 66 100.0 49 100.0
V=2 - 2%vyardland; 2=1 - 1% yardland; 3 =% yardland

Yet whatever the dividing lines which emerged between poor and
wealthier peasants, the feudal relatiomship with the landlord
continued to be the crucial factor. As long as the price revolution was
underway, the system of feudal appropriation tended to encounter
special difficulties, as we have seen above (p. 24). the upper nobility
in particular had problems to maintain its share of income from
landed property. In the Hennegau, in the southern Netherlands, for
example, it declined from 59% to 47% between 1502 and 1564-73. The
French noblesse d’epee likewise became impoverished, and more than
one of its members was forced to hand his property over to bourgeois

money-lenders. Only where they succeeded in adapting the

management of their estates to the conditions of an age of rising
agricultural prices, were they able to survive. In England, the gentry
prospered; together with the yeomen, they had been the promoters of
agricultural modernization. In Warwickshire, the gentry’s income
increased almost four-fold. The aristocracy, on the other hand, was
much less successful in adapting to changing economic conditions. A
peer’s income fell by about 26% between 1559 and 1602, and the
average number of manors per family declined from 54 to 39. Judging
from such losses, the financial crisis of the English aristocracy
reached its climax between 1585 and 1606. And although the real
income of the peers started to rise again until it reached its 1559 level
in 1641, the number bf manors continued to fall. It may be assumed
that the«aristocracy’s share in the national product which had seen an
- overall rise also experienced a drop (see Table 14).
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Table 14:
Estimated net income and number of manors of some
aristocratic families in England, 1558/59-1641

1558/59 1602 1641
No. of peers 63 *58 121
Mean net income in pounds 2200 2930 5040
Mean net income at 1559 prices 2 200 1630 2290
JIndex of net income 100 74 104
No. of families 63 57 121
No. of manors per family 54 39 25
Index of manors per family 100 72 46

The structure of landed property in Poland changed in the
opposite direction from that of England. There the owners of the very
large estates strengthened their position vis-d-vis the minor nobility
by systematically exploiting the opportunities provided by the export
of grain. As Witold Kula has been able to demonstrate, the magnates
who, unlike the middle nobility, sent their grain to Danzig on their
own account were able to offer much better terms of trade than the
szlachta. More and more, the land became concentrated in the hands
of the former. Only West Prussia which was dominated by the minor
nobility and regions like Masovia where noblemen populated the
area like a ‘swarm of locusts’ escaped this development. Thus in the
administrative district of Cracow the share in the land by the
magnates (with ten or more villages) rose from 8.7% in 1581 to 24.8%
in 1629. The democracy of nobles which had existed in 16th century
Poland thus lost its main supports.

In terms of the total population, the lower strata grew

disproportionately faster both in the towns and in the country. In

Saxony residents (Inwohner) of towns who, though not necessarily
belonging to the lower strata, did not possess citizens’ rights made up
15.9% in 1550 (see Table 12, p. 55). In Lyons the menu peuple
numbered between 6% and 8% of the population in normal times. But
this figure rose to 15-20% during famines. The percentage of groups
which lived on the starvation line in English towns was even higher.
In Leicester and Exeter it is deemed to have been one third and in
Coventry even one half.

The growth of the lower classes also led to an increased inequality
of income and wealth. Whereas the lower orders saw their income
eroded under the impact of inflation and a surplus of labour, other
groups and above all merchants were able to participate in the growth'
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of the economy and to strengthen their position both in relative and
in absolute terms. In Augsburg some 6% of those eligible to pay taxes
owned 87.7% of the total taxable wealth in 1618. At Exeter,
Nottingham and Leicester roughly two-thirds of the wealth was in
the hands of respectively 7.7%, 12.5% and 13.5% of the population. Yet
despite these trends, towns began only slowly to develop something
like a class structure. Only where a cottage industry emerged and
large segtions of the population became dependent on a putting-out
systent or worked in larger manufacturing units did a class dichotomy
become a determining feature. Yet time and again this dichotomy was
overlain by the older conflicts between rich and poor which exploded
over such central quastions as food supplies and taxation. Still, there
1s little doubt that these conflicts also fuelled class divisions. Both,
after all, were closely interrelated. The experience to be at the mercy of
others who employed them began to imprint itself upon the
consciousness of many artisans and wage labourers. The journeymen
in the Parisian and Lyonnais printing industry, for example, who
carried on a dispute with their employers for over 30 years between
1539 and 1572, charged the latter that they were enriching themselves
at the expense of their journeymen’s ‘sweat, admirable zeal and even
their blood’. i

The growing tensions within the European social structure
exploded in a large number of violent outbursts, uprisings and
revolts. The Peasants’ War of 1525 in Germany no doubt occupies a
special place among these conflicts because it covered a much larger
geographical area than any other rising in the 16th century. Several
factors both of a structural and conjunctural nature combined to
generate the situation which resulted in this war. Serfdom, a product
of the crisis of the late middle ages, was the most important bone of
contention. The combination of material and personal dependence
which was characteristic of serfdom was not only designed to prevent
the depopulation of the countryside, but also to secure for the
landlords a higher share of the agricultural income in times of crisis.
Serfdom, it is true, weakened from the end of the 15th century. But the
economic predicament of the peasants did not improve. On the
contrary, it worsened as various pressures increased. Once the
population had begun to grow again, the ratio between the size of the
population and the available land deteriorated. A large number of
small-holdings emerged. Farms were divided up. Conflicts over
village resources, above all the commons, increased. Here and there
the landlords put up feudal rents. They tried to restrict the use of the
common and of the woodlands. State taxes merely exacerbated the
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situation of the peasants. The dynamite which had accumulated over
a longer period exploded at the beginning of 1525 in Upper Swabia.
From there the revolt spread as far as Thuringia. But by the beginning
of June the poorly organized peasant armies had been defeated. The
chronicles report that 100,000 people died.

Another consequence of the slowly unfolding socio-economic
crisis was that capital was taken out of the commercial sector and
invested in landed property. It was a process which can be observed
throughout Europe. But its causes were not so much a lack of
investment opportunities in manufacturing and trade than the
different time-scales along which the ups and downs in the
agricultural and commercial sectors evolved. The growing gap in the
supply of and demand for agricultural produce not only caused the
demand for manufactured goods to peter out, but also favoured the
transfer of capital to the agricultural sector. The retreat of the
Fuggers, the eminent merchant family, into landownership is one of
the most famous cases in point. The size of their landed property
increased to 230-250 sq. kilometres by the end of the 16th century and
was valued at more than two million guldens. This was almost the
same amount as the family lost in the 1607 bankruptcy of the Spanish
state. The Fuggers became feudal landlords. They thus integrated
themselves into a social order which was opposed to the one from
which they had emerged. Fernand Braudel has spoken in this context,
not without dramatic effect, of the ‘treason of the bourgeoisie’. But
the bourgeoisie of the 16th century did not have a consciousness of
itself. The nobility, to quote Braudel again, continued to be its ‘sun’.
As early as 1531, Anton Fugger justified the acquisition of landed
estates not in terms of their economic benefits but in terms of the
‘honour’ attached to them. This raises the question of what was the
status system of the 16th century and what were the channels of social
mobility at this time.

The system of stratification into feudal estates (Stinde) which had
existed in the middle ages survived well into the modern period. It
was vertically structured, like a pyramid, and extended from the
landless and propertyless poor all the way up to the upper nobility. In
principle it encompassed the whole of society, although there was a
town-and-country differentiation at the lower end of the scale. Side-
by-side with this stratification into feudal estates there emerged, as

- Lawrence Stone has shown with reference to England, status

hierarchies for which ‘profession’ was the determinant. Stone
included the merchants, judges, clerics and royal officials among

~ these. These groups which were initially regarded as inferior by the
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nobility succeeded in narrowing the social distance to the latter and to-

constitute themselves as separate status groups. Ignoring the
exceptional situation in the commercial city republics, English
society appears to have progressed farthest in the direction of these
differentiations in the 16th century. The social mobility which
facilitated this development reached unprecedented dimensions
during ;ihe century which preceded the English Revolution. There
was th€ combined effect of an economic boom which strengthened the
forces of the market and of a massive turnover in landed property
which resulted from the sale of Church property. Thus, while the
total population doubled between 1540 and 1640, the upper classes
trebled in size. Th¥ gentry’s share of land under cultivation almost
doubled (see Table 15).

Table 15:
‘Distribution of land by social groups in England and Wales,
1436-1873 (%)

1436! ca. 1690 | ca. 1790 1873!

Great owners_ 15-20 15-20 20-25 24
Gentry ’ 25 45-50 50 55
Yeomen/freeholders 20 25-33 15 10
Church and Crown 25-33 5-10 10 10

texcl. Wales

On the European Continent the traditional system of stratification

proved much more durable. While commerce was becoming
increasingly attractive to the English gentry, merchants on the
Continent were increasingly inclined, towards the end of the century,
to see themselves as part of the feudal society and their activities as ‘a
stage on their way up into the noble estates’ (R. Gascon). The
acquisition of landed property and, especially in France, of offices
was the means towards this end. As noblesse de robe, large sections of
the French bourgeoisie made their way into the feudal upper stratum.
Whereas the crisis of the aristocracy paved the way to revolution in
England, the economic difficulties of the noblesse d’épee enabled the
French monarchy to divest the old nobility of its ‘official’ functions
and to establish an absolutist system with the help of the noblesse de
robe. At the end of a century of unprecedented economic expansion,
“everything converged to bring about a renewed strengthening of the
traditional structures of European society.

- 2. The Crisis of the 17th Century

The long-term crisis which grew out of the ‘price revolution’ of the
16th century did not affect all European countries evenly. That
révolution ended in Spain, Italy and Francebetween 1590 and 1600; in
Germany it lasted until the 1620s and 1630s and in England and the
Low Countries even until the 1640s. Yet even those countries where
the change was delayed experienced minor crises earlier on. The crisis
of the years 1619—1622 may not possess the general importance
- which Ruggiero Romano had ascribed it; nevertheless, it was not just
" confined to the European South. The Spanish trade with the
Americas was affected by it, but so were English textile exports and
the trade with the Baltic region. As early as the beginning of the 17th
century Germany was hit by a trade and credit crisis. Grain prices
stopped rising. Many farmers and landowners were unable to repay
" the credits which they had taken up in the earlier days of expansion.
~ Grain yields began to decline on the demesnes in the Brunswick
region east of Hanover towards the end of the 16th century; the
roductivity of the soil had become exhausted. Some countries were
ore seriously affected by the crisis of the 17th century than others. It
sﬁélt the final decline for Spain and Italy. England, on the other
harid, was relatively less badly affected. It was in this period that she
gained an advantage over France with which the latter was unable to
catch up.

2.1 Stagnation and the Demographic Crisis

he growth of the population of the 16th century came to a more or
ss atrupt end in Western and Southern Europe (see Table 1, p. 3).
Demographic figures stagnated or declined slightly; as Table 16
smonstrates. But the extent of the crisis is actually hidden by these
figures. The Thirty Years’ War had catastrophic consequences as far

Gérmany is concerned. It has been estimated that population losses
mounted to 40% in the countryside and to 83% in the towns.
Brandenburg, Saxony and Bavaria lost about half of their
populations. While North Germany was able to maintain its
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Table 16:
Indices of population growth in 17th-century Europe
1600 1700
Northern and Northwestern Europe 100 128
-Central, W¢stern and Southern Europe|. 100 105
H Lo
Total C 100 109

numbers, the losses in Pomerania, Hesse, Palatinate and
Wiirttemberg weré two-thirds and above. In Bohemia the population
declined from 1.7 million in 1618 to 930,000 in Y654. The Swedish-
Polish War of 1654-60 wrought similar havoc to Poland. The
population of Poland and Masovia fell from 3.83 million in 1655 to
2.5 million in 1660. The Great Northern War of 1700-21 once more
reduced the population (which had grown again to 3.25 million by
1700) to 2.85 million in 1720. Italy’s population contracted from 13.3
million to 11.5 million between 1600 and 1650, toreach 13.4 million
by 1700. The Spanish population declined from 7.68 million in
1587-92 to 5.25 million in 1646-50. It increased slightly thereafter and
amounted to seven million by 1712-17. The population of France
remained relatively stable in the 17th century, but this facade of
stability veils fluctuations of up to 20%. The catastrophes of the late
16th century were followed by a slight increase which was halted in
different French provinces between 1630 and 1660-70. Thenceforth
figures stagnated or began to decline. The violent crises of the period
after 1691-93 depressed the number of people to an absolute low
point. In the Languedoc the rural population fell by 18% between
1677 and 1714. Demographic developments in Northern and
Northwestern Europe differed considerably from the picture
presented so far. There growth continued, albeit at a reduced pace.
The population index which had been at 100 in 1600 rose to 128 in
1700 (see Table 16). Stagnation set in only in the second half of the
century, after gfowth rates had continued to be relatively high in the
first half. Thus the population of England and Wales which had
reached 100 index points in 1603 increased to 141 in 1670. Thereafter
the rise was negligible (144 in 1731). A similar trend can be observed
for the northern parts of the Netherlands. Starting from a base lineof
100 in 1600, the population climbed to 125 in 1650 and to 1261in 1700.
Trends varied from province to province. Thus the index fell in
Holland and Frisia from 100 in 1650 to 98 and 90 respectively in 1700;
on the other hand, there was an increase in other provinces.
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... The 17th-century reversal of the population growth of the previous
-century had many causes. Wars, epidemics and famines come to mind
most immediately. But they present no more than the surface of
events. Disregarding primarily exogenous factors like the Thirty
- Years’ War and other military conflicts, the demographic movement
- of the 17th century was a reaction to the excessive population growth
. of the 16th which ended in a deterioration of the overall economic
situation and also led the landlords to appropriate a larger portion of
“the agricultural income to themselves. In this sense demographic
decline was a reflection of both a ‘Malthusian’ and a social crisis.
- However, it was not clear from the start how the adjustment would

* take'place; or, to use Malthusian terminology, whether it would occur
through ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ checks. Nevertheless, one thing is
certain: given the relatively autonomous way in which demographic
factors tended to operate in society, it was bound to take quite a long
time before family life and birth patterns would adapt to the new
“e€conomic situation. Only by bearing this in mind can we explain why
‘food supply problems arose in the first place. Only when these
roblems became acute, did people change their reproductive
ehaviour. Thus the average marriage age began to rise again. In
-France it increased from 21-22 to about 25 years of age; in Colyton in
Southwest England, where ithad been very high as early as the second

e Table 17:
~Some Indicators of changes in the marriage age of women,

16th-18th century

1550799 | 1600/49 | 1650/99 | 1700/49 | 1750/99

slyton! 27,0 | 271 29.4 28.3 26.3
itesford? - 25.7 26.4 27.5 26.5
hepshed? - 28.1 27.4 24.1*
Tourouvre-au-Perche? - - 24.1° 24.9° 26.2¢
‘Metilan? - - 24.9% 25.58
éuchelheim® - - - 24.1%° 25.810 23.810
iessen!! - 25412 | 24312 | 24312 -
ourgeoisie of Geneva 21.4 24.6 25.7 26.3 24.0

nglish High Aristocracy 22.8 23.4 23.6 24.6 25.0

1Village in Devon/England; 2Figure for 1538/99; 3Village in
eicestershire/England; *Figure for 1750/1824; *Village northwest of
h_artres/France; 6Figures for 1665/99, 1700/34, 1735/70 respectively;
Small town northwest of Paris; 8Figures for 1660/1739 respectively;
9Village west of Giessen/Hesse; 9Figures for 1691/1700, 1701/1800
réspectively; "Town in Hesse; 2Figures for 1631/50, 1651/1700, 1701/30
'resp"e_t(i_vely.
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half of the 16th century (27.0 years), it went up to 29.4 years between
1650 and 1699 (see Table 17). As Colyton also saw a decline in marital
fertility, it has been conjectured that people there practised certain
forms of birth coptrol.

It was in thefe ways that control mechanisms established
themselves in response to changing economic and social conditions.
They were designed to prevent a further widening of the gap between
population size and available resources. Yet, as these mechanisms
became effective too late all too often, it was left to famines to reduce
the population b a size which was commensurate with the means of
subsistence. However, the crisis of the 17th century was evidenced by
the fact that in some places the populatio\n continued to decline even
after a new equilibrium between its size and the available resources
had been established.

The general demographic trend which characterized the 17th
century is marked by a number of deviations in regions where there
existed concentrations of rural manufacturing. Here the mechanisms
developed by European society to restrict its demographic growth
were put out of action. The possibility of finding a steady subsistence
in the rural cottage industries for generation after generation made it
unnecessary to make the conclusion of a marriage conditional on the
availability of a full-time occupation. Here the ‘iron chain of
biological reproduction and inheritance’ was broken (Ch. and R.
Tilly). Indeed it was a prerequisite of rural industrial activity to
found a family since wife and children were indispensable
contributors to the family economy. In other words, the marriage age
tended to decline and the size of the population to increase in proto-
industrial regions because the above-mentioned demographic
control mechanisms were less strong and because the merchant

!
Table 18:

Growth of 62 agricultural and 40 cottage-industrial villages in
Nottinghamshire, 1674-1801:

No. Av. number of people
1674 1743, 1764 1801
abs. Index| abs. Index| abs. Index| abs. Index
Agricultural
villages 62 | 166 100 | 187 113 [ 199 119 | 276 176

Cottage-ind.
villages 40 | 230 100 | 340 148 | 462 201 | 908 395
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capitalists had installed a production system in the countryside
which suited their requirements. The weavers of Schweidnitz
reported in 1619 that the number of Pfuscher (workmen)was growing
in the villages: ‘What happens is that the son of a small-holder or
cottager, once a mere 17 or 18 years of age, will be poorly trained by a
Pfuscher and will learn to weave in the shortest of time; he will then
find himself a woman and will produce more Pfuscher who will all sit
in their cottage like swallows in the rafters.” Figures from England
confirm this picture. In Nottingham the population of purely
agricultural villages increased by 12.7% between 1674 and 1743;
villages with cottage industries, on the other hand, grew by 47.8% (see
Table 18).

2.2 Agriculture: Crisis and Resurgence

The agricultural crisis of the 17th century did not assume the same
proportions as that of the late middle ages. Nevertheless, there are
many similarities, between the two periods. Prices for cereals began to
drop."Thus the index for grain prices in France which had been at 100
pointsin 1625-50declined to 59 in 1681-90and, after a brief recovery,
slumped to 50 in 1741-50. The picture was similar for the rest of
Europe (see Figure 1, p. 4). However, the downward trend began to
reverse in Germany and Austria as early as the end of the 17th century.
Real wages rose slightly without being able to balance out their
catastrophic fall during the 16th century. Agriculture thus came
under pressure. Ground rents declined and pulled property prices
down with them. There was less incentive to develop new land. In the
northern parts of the Netherlands the index for land reclaimed from
the sea reached its nadir between 1665 and 1730. France experienced a
reduction of the gross agricultural product, as is demonstrated by the
development of tithe yields. Following the serious crisis of the late
16th century, the ten-year averages had once more reached their 16th
century level by 1680; but, as can be seen from Figure 12, the
downward trend recommenced thereafter and lasted until the end of
the reign of Louis XIV. In Poland, where the index of grain
production had been at 100 in 1580, it had reached 87 some 75 years
later. The destruction wrought by the Swedish-Polish War pushed
the index even further down so that it finally reached a disastrous 43
in 1660.

Change also occurred in other respects. Thus a trend towards
extensive agriculture in some areas was paralleled by a move towards
more intensive cultivation elsewhere. On the one hand, fields were
turned into pastures and grassland. Along the Alps where grain-
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Figure 12:
Quinquennial averages of tithe income
using the index of grain production in

France 1541-1760 (1551/60 = 100)
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growing had been expanded to considerable altitudes in the
mountains in the 16th century, land was left to grow over to be used
for stock-farming. The Limburg region east of Liege presents a
particularly extreme example: there the proportion of arable land fell
from 67% to 19% between the 16th and the 17th century. Spain
witnessed a further reduction of the influence of the Mesta, but this
did not prevent a renewed expansion of sheep farming on a local
basis. On the other hand, there was more intensive cultivation in
parts of Spain and in the South of France where the vineyards were
extended at the expense of agriculture. The wine-growing area
around Sete and Montpellier increased by some 20% between 1676and
1734. In Flanders, Brabant, Zeeland and Frisia grain-growing was
reduced in favour of flax, hops, rape and other crops. The boom of
tobacco cultivation in the central and eastern parts of the northern
Netherlands was very impressive, particularly if compared with
import figures of colonial tobacco from England (see Table 19). The
expansion of tobacco was clearly linked to the crisis of the 17th
century, as is also demonstrated by its decline a century later.

In Germany, but also in the Languedoc, the Roman Campagna
and in Spanish Castille, villages, farmsteads and fields became
deserted. In 1600 the proportion of land used for agriculture on East
Prussian estates was 57.8%, by 1683 it had been reduced to a mere
32.4%. The wasteland on the estates of the Archbishop of Gnesen
(now Gniezno in Poland) which comprised 34% of the arable land in
1685 increased to 65% by 1739.

Meanwhile international trade and commerce shrank. The annual
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Table 19:
Production of tobacco in the Northern Netherlands and
imports of colonial tobaccos via England, 1675-1750
(mill. of Amsterdam pounds)

Period Prod. of domestic English exports to Holland
tobacco of colonial tobacco
ca: 1675 : 5— 6 4
ca. 1700 9-10 8
ca. 1701 15-18 7
ca. 1730 8—10 10
ca. 1750 11-12 17
Figure 13:

Volume of grain shipments to
Western Europe through the Sound,
1562-1780 (ten-year averages in Last)
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.averages of grain shipped westward through the Sound from the
Baliic region decreased from 68,500 Last in 1600-49 to 55,800 Last in
1650-99 and finally to 21,800 Last in 1700-49 (see Figure 13). Grain
exports from Danzig which had seen an enormous expansion in the
16th century stagnated as early as the first half of the 17th. Decline
followed from the middle of the century (see Figure 4, p. 29). The



68 Peasants, Landlords and Merchant Capitalists

downward trend for livestock exports from Denmark, Schleswig and
Southern Sweden began soon after the outbreak of the Thirty Years’
War, After 1630 these regions exported no more than 20-30,000 head
.per annum (see Figure 5, p.31). Nor did the Hungarian livestock
trade experience anything but a marked decline.

The crisis of the 17th century widened the gap between the two
geographic poles while pushing the evolution of European
agriculture in different directions. At one end, in Eastern and East-
Central Europe, the system of serfdom was tightened. England, at the
opposite end of the spectrum, on the other hand, made decisive
progress on the path towards a commercialized agricultural system.
The English farmers’ response to the crisis which had started from the
middle of the century enabled him to gain an advantage over virtually
all other European countries. With prices for animal products rising
faster than the price for grain, there were clear benefits in growing
forage crops like sainfoin, clover and turnips. These crops were
interchanged with different cereal crops as part of a new system of
crop rotation which had not existed outside the Netherlands up to
now. The most famous among these was to be the Norfolk System
with its four-yearly sequence of wheat, turnips, barley, and clover.
The production of animal fodder made it possible to keep larger
and better nourished herds. This, in turn, meant larger quantities of
manure which contributed to higher agricultural yields. The
growing of forage crops also increased the fertility of the soil, thus
. avoiding the earlier cycle of diminishing returns. The introduction of
‘crop rotation was accompanied by a growing regional differentiation

and specialization in respect of agricultural production. Stock
‘rearing and dairy farming concentrated in the Lowlands which had

plenty of water and rich soil. Grain growing became the speciality of

areas with light soil which were better suited to the new methods.

The transition to crop rotation was predicated on the at least
partial dissolution of the older types of communal agriculture. The
land had to be enclosed or, where ‘open fields’ existed, to be put in
severalty. This meant that ‘common rights’ could no longer interfere
with cultivation. However, there were also the property titles of
peasants which stood in the way of the new system. Buying up their
land hence became a prerequisite of successful enclosure.

More importantly the crisis contributed to the decline of the
peasantry less through the above-mentioned improvements than
through another and more direct mechanism. It was stagnant, if not
sinking, incomes, violent price fluctuations and heavy taxation
which pushed the peasants into a situation in which the sale of land
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to a landlord appeared to be the only way out. Gregory King has
estimated that in 1688 there were some 150,000 families with an
income of £6.6 million on tenant farms as against 180,000 families
with freehold properties and an income of £10.36 million (see Table
30,p. 100). Butaround 1790 some 85% of the land was farmed by tenant
farmers. Those of the gentry with smaller holdings found themselves
in similar difficulties, and not infrequently they were forced to sell
out. All this tended to favour the large-scale landowners, and once the
expropriation of the peasants had been more or less completed,
English agricultural society was divided into three groups: the
landlords, the land labourers and tenant-farmers who rented land to

‘run their farms on a commercial basis.

At the other end of the spectrum, in Eastern and East-Central
Europe, the trend was not towards expropriation but towards what
was called adscriptio glebae. In other words, the crisis of the 17th
century accelerated the process of refeudalization to the east of the
River Elbe. What promoted this process was above all the shortage of
labour, the losses of lives resulting from the wars of the 17th century
and migration to the Black Soil region of Russia. It is also important
to remember that the devastation inflicted by war broke the capacity
of the peasants to resist. Thus the legal framework of serfdom was
extended and further strengthened. The Compromise which the
Great Elector concluded with the Brandenburg Estates in 1653 and
which was to become the basis of the Brandenburg-Prussian military
state pushed the peasants in to the hands of the Junker. It was now up
to a peasant who claimed to be free to prove that he was not aserf. In a
number of Eastern German territories, the peasants were treated as
persons who were excluded from theright to inherit land or property;
alternatively they were pressed to become short-term tenants whom
the nobility could remove from the land at will. David Mevius, a
lawyer from Mecklenburg, admitted around the middle of the 17th
century that it had become ‘almost common practice to trade and deal
in serfs in the same way as was done with horses and cows’. With the
help of rigid manorial regulations the landlords moreover tried to lay
their hands on the labour of peasant children.

A fully-fledged system of serfdom finally developed in Russia. The
distinction between bondsmen and peasants who were personally free
disappeared. Labour services increased. To have to render these
services for six days of the week was no exception in Russia. Polish
peasants in the 17th century were obliged to work between four and
five days per Hufe and week on the landlord’s Vorwerke (see Table 6,
p.28). But there were also discrepancies between the legal norm and
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Table 20:
Wage labour and serf labour on the ‘Vorwerke’ of the Korczyn
district in Poland, 1533-1660 (days per ‘Vorwerkshufe’)

1533/38 1564/72 1600/16 1660
days % |days % | days % | days %

Wage lab. on Verwerk 268 35( 200 19 181 15 85 5
Draught services 490 65| 551 53| 475 40| 598 33

Manual services - 280 28| 540 45]1102 62

Total 758 100 | 1031 100 [ 1196 100 | 1785 100"

actual practicewhich, in rﬁany cases, were considerable. For example,
in 1650 a number of villages in the X.ukdv administrative district
complained that they were expected to render 12 days’ service per
Hufe and week although the legal obligation was for no more than
four days, the 12days’ service being the equivalent of the labour force
of two serfs. In the long run the number of servants on the estates was
reduced, to be replaced by members of the landless rural proletariat
who rendered manual services (see Table 20). _

Bohemia and Moravia likewise saw an extension of robot services,
as serfdom was called here. The land registers of estates of the
Imperial Count of Colonna of 1674 state that ‘the peasants are obliged
daily to undertake with their draught animals all work which is
allocated to them. By the special grace of the Count and for the better
conservation of his subjects, the robots are given one day of the week,
usually the Saturday, off so that they may look after their own land’.
This would seem to indicate five days of serf labour per week. In
Russia there was also an increase in the Vorwerk acreage which a
farmstead or a male ‘soul’ was expected to work.

2.3 Proto-Industrialization and Merchant Capitalism

One of the most significant developments of the 17th-century crisis is
the shift away from the Continental countries and towards the sea
powers as the centres of economic growth. The Mediterranean
countries fell behind and lost out against their rivals to the North.
The first signs of this North-South split can be discovered in the
commercial field as far back as the 16th century. The North Sea and
Baltic Sea regions, as we have seen, developed their trade in products
for mass consumption at this time. The Mediterranean region, on the
other hand, continued to be dominated by its traditional trade in
spices and luxury goods from the Orient, however important the
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grain trade may otherwise have been. Nor did the colonial trade of
Spain and Portugal diverge fundamentally from this pattern. It both
reflected the level of socio-economic development of the Iberian
peninsula and helped to perpetuate the existing feudal mode of
production. But in the 17th century the structure of intercontinental
trade, and of trade with the Americas in particular, began to change.
Increasingly, America gained importance as a market for
manufactured goods from Europe while, on the other hand, the New
World emerged as an exporter of sugar cane to Europe. The countries
which benefited from these developments were not the ones which
promoted the expansion overseas in the 16th century, but Holland
and England. This was not an illogical shift, as the restructuring of
the inter-Continental trade had essentially been the work of the
Northwestern European sea powers. Holland had succeeded in
bringing the trade in the Baltic, the North Sea and along the Atlantic
coast under her control as early as the 16th century. With Englandon
their he\les, the Dutch plugged themselves into the inter-continental
trading network. They began to adapt it to modern requirements and
to the exchange of bulk commodities, even if as competitors and
successors of the Portuguese in the Far East they remained wedded to
the colonial practices of the 16th century. The evolution of commerce
was completed by England which thus created one of the
~ preconditions for her susbequent rise to the position of the ‘First
_ Industrial Nation’ (Ph. Deane).

The share of East-Central Europe in the international trading
system declined in parallel with the vigorous expansion of the trans-
Atlantic trade. The demand for agricultural goods decreased on the
. Western European markets. The long-term fall in grain prices also
worsened Eastern Europe’s terms of trade, as prices for manufactured
goods did not decline as sharply. Just as East-Central Europe,
Southern Europe was also negatively affected by the shift in the
international trade pattern. But worse was to come. Like the East-
Central European regions before it, the South was demoted to the
position of a supplier of raw materials. The Mediterranean was
corporated, by the metropolitan centres of merchant capitalism in
the North-West (which were soon joined by France), into their system
f an unequal division of labour. This system left the South, just as
_i_é\‘overseas territories, with little room for manoeuvre. The
rerouting of the sea lanes which occurred from the 16th century
nwards was no accidental development. Rather it refers us back to
he phenomenon of economic growth which proceeded at a different
ace in different parts of Europe. Rapid commercial expansion
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overseas obviously provided an additional stimulus to the economic
growth of the metropolitan centres at the hub of the system.
There are various similarities between the decline of Italy and
Spain in the 17th century. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to
compare the two countries in one breath. InItaly textilemanufacture
as a whole was affected by the crises. Venetian cloth production which
had reached its peak in 1602 at 28,729 pieces dropped to little more
than 2,000 pieces by the beginning of the 18th century (see Figure 14).
Between 1560-80 and 1589-1600 output in Florence had already
slumped from about 30,000 to 13,500, only to reach a new low by
1641-45with an averageof 6,114 pieces. In Milan losses in production
were even more drastic. Around 1600 some 60-70 firms had produced
about 15,000 pieces there. Yet in 1709 only one was left which sent a
mere 100 to the market. Textile manufacture in other Italian towns
met a similar fate. The silk trade also began to suffer. In Genoa the
number of silk looms declined from about 10,000 in 1565 to 2,500 in
1675. Export markets in the Mediterranean, especially in the Levant,
were lost to Holland and England. As early as 1611, the Venetian
ambassador to Constantinople reported that English fabrics were

Figure 14:
Quinquennial averages of cloth production,
1581-1700 '
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given preference to Venetian ones in Turkish markets because they
were cheaper. Venetian observers also pointed to the fact that English
cloths were more attractive both in shape and colour. It turned out to
be a disadvantage that Italian fabrics were of better quality. The way
to overcome this disadvantage would have been for Italy to move into
the ‘new draperies’ market which had made it possible for the
Northwestern European manufacturers to strengthen their position.
Yet the guilds prevented all innovation. High taxation, high wage
levels and, above all, a rigid guild structure made it impossible for the
Italian cloth manufacturers to respond flexibly to the new conditions.
What ultimately sealed the fate of the industry was that the weavers
successfully avoided their subordination to the merchant capitalists
and established a system of production which was dominated by
small workshops and the guilds. By the end of the 17th century, Italy
was well on her way to becoming a country which imported primarily
finished goods and services and exported raw materials.

This is also true of Spain and in particular of Castille, the main
base of the Spanish monarchy. The Spanish artisans shared the fate of
their Italian counterparts. Cloth manufacture is Segovia, next to
Cordoba the country’s most important manufacturing centre, fell
from about 13,000 pieces in 1570-90 to some 3,000. Spain’s American
colonies quickly lost their significance as a market for the country’s
products. Seville’s trade with the New World had begun to lose much
of its earlier dynamic from the 1550’s, although it reached its peak in
absolute terms only in 1608. But after the crisis of 1619-1622 the city
likewise began to fall behind (see figure 8, p. 41). The demographic
disasters which had ravaged Spanish-America in the 16th century
now reduced the size of its markets. Moreover production structures
became so similar to those of the mother country that the basis of
close commercial relations began to disappear. Ships that left
Seville on the voyage across the Atlantic were filled with goods of
non-Spanish origin. Foreign merchants gained control of the trade.
By the end of the 17th century a mere 5% of the trans-Atlantic trade
were still in Spanish hands. The trade with other countries was in no
better shape. At the end of the 17th century only the Spanish balance

_of trade with the Hanseatic cities was in surplus. Meanwhile the trade

deficit of the city of Barcelona increased from 285,000 to 721,000
Catalan pounds between 1664-65 and 1695-96. Imports consisted of
luxury goods and goods destined for the Americas; raw materials were
being exported. The Spanish manufacturers who were unable to
survive foreign competition;they became the victims of the new
international division of labour which separated individual
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countries into the industrial nations, on the one hand, and the
suppliers of raw materials, on the other.

Nor did the manufacturing economy of Central and Western
Europe escape the impact of the crisis; but the response to it was
different from that of Spain and Italy. These were the regions which
saw an expansion of rural industries. The Upper German economy
had lost much of its dynamism since the decline of silver and copper
mining (see Figure 7,'p. 87). There was also the deterioration of the
relationship between the Upper German merchant capitalists and
Portugal as well as the crisis of fustian manufacture. The urban
economy of the 17th century was badly hit by the Thirty Years’ War in
Central Europe and by the Fronde in France. These eventsresulted in
a drain of capital and reduced demand. In Nuremberg the number of
workshops dropped by one third; not even in the 18th century did they
regain their former level. The fustian weavers of Augsburg suffered
badly. The number of masters declined from 3,024 in 1612 to 468 in
1720; their output slumped from 430,636 pieces to 60,500. Similar
figures pertaining to other towns in Germany could be added.

Textile production stagnated in France throughout the reign of
Louis XIV. Virtually nowhere were the high production figures of
the years 1625-1635 ever achieved again. In Beauvais, to the north of
Paris, output of expensive fabrics fell by roughly one half between
1624-34 and 1710-20. Serge, on the other hand, which was lighter and
cheaper, stood up well to the competition. The slump in production
was no less dramatic in Amiens and, from 1667, in Lille. In both
cities, and more so in Amiens than in Lille, textile manufacturing
enjoyed a marked recovery after 1680, the first signs of which can be
discerned between 1660 and 1680 (see Figure 14). The decline of
Hondschoote which had been annexed by France in 1688 proved
irreversible. The town had seen record exports of 60,720 pieces in
1630, before its position began to deteriorate rapidly on account of the
Franco-Spanish War of 1635-59.

There were also elements promoting changes to the feudal mode of
production itself. The long-term upswings furthered accumulation.
The rise in grain prices and the above-mentioned drop in real wages
favoured larger farms and opened up possibilities for enlarging the
land held by them. Underproductiont crises which occurred with
greater frequency, especially at the end of a long-term growth period,
tended to accelerate the concentration process. Large farms profited
from thecrisis; deliveries to the market, it is true, declined; but, thanks
to the high level of grain prices, returns were higher. Small-holdings,
on the other hand, were pulled down by the crisis. Small peasants not
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only had to abandon their deliveries to the market, but in many cases
they were even forced to provide their most basic needs through
purchases on that market and to go into debt in order to be able to do
so. At the end of theday, thesale of parts of the land was frequently the
only choice, and if neither the landlords nor the communities could
stop this decline, accumulation was bound to continue. However, the
fibre of peasant society was threatened with destruction only if
attempts were made at the same time to secure the property titles to the
land against claims by other village members. That such attempts
should be made in the first place was a response to the population
explosion and the increased use of communal privileges which this
explosion had unleashed. But soon they went beyond their original
objective and the aim was now to obtain free disposal of land,
untrammelled by communal rights of any kind; to achieve what
became known as ‘enclosure’ in England. It was these tendencies
which challenged the wviability of peasant society in a very
fundamental way. Yet, at the same time, they represented one of the
decisive® preconditions for the introduction of new farming
techniques and for an increase in agricultural productivity.

It also happened quite frequently that accumulation by the
peasants was undermined and ultimately nullified by accumulation
in the hands of the feudal lords. For, in search of maintaining his
income in the face of an agricultural crisis, the landlord might
expand his own holdings by withdrawing land from the peasants and
incorporating it as part of his demesne. This opened up two
possibilities: (1) The nobles managed these enlarged holdings
themselves, relying on serf labour, as in Eastern and East-Central
Europe (known as Gutswirtschaft or Vorwerkswirtschaft). (2) The
landlord released the confiscated land again, but this time on terms
which made it easy to adjust rents to the current price level.

The first solution, and in particular the reintroduction of the
Vorwerk system, was of course nothing but a refeudalization of
agriculture. The second alternative, on the other hand, pointed
towards solutions which transcended the feudal mode of production,
and very definitely so if it were supplemented by enclosure, as
happened in England. In this case the peasants were virtually,
expropriated. The market became the mechanism which regulated
the relationship between the landowner and those who rented his
land. The feudal rent had been transformed into a capitalist ground-
rent. Thus, seen in historical perspective, the ‘English solution’ of
eliminating the peasantry was the major alternative to what E.
Hobsbawm has called the ‘peasant path towards capitalism’.
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The twists and turns in the fate of urban textile manufacturing
under the impact of foreign competition and proto-industrialization
emerge from the case of Leiden. There the nieuwe draperie, after a
period of prosperity, lost ground in the 1630s. It was squeezed out by
English competition which disposed over better raw materials and a
proto-industrial rural labour force. On the other hand, the oude
Leidsche draperie enjoyed a revival in this period which lasted into
the first decade of the 18th century. These draperies were made with
Spanish wool and ‘Turkish’ camel hair. They were relatively
expensive and less labour intensive, and this secured them a niche in
the market. Ultimately they shared the fate of the ‘new draperies’ of
Leiden when they were overcome by their competitors in the area of
Verviers, Eupen and Monschau south of Aachen whose organization
was proto-industrial. In the final analysis the victory of proto-
industry was thus total. And as far as the struggle between the English
and the Dutch textile industries is concerned, it appears to be a
harbinger of later developments: England conquered the markets for
relatively cheap goods of mass production; her competitors managed
to survive only in the markets for luxury goods (see Table 21 and
Figure 14, p. 72).

Leiden was probably the largest textile centre of the time, but the
northern parts of the Netherlands were also important in other
respects. And again they were threatened by foreign competition,

. . Table 21:
Estimated volumes and values of textile production at Leiden,
1630-1701 (%)

e

1630 1654/55! 1701

Vol. Value{ Vol. Value| Vol. Value
Old draperies
Woollen cloths 1.6 2.7 16.3 43.7 347 71.1
New draperies
Greinen ? 2.8 26.8 328 33.0 20.3
Fustians, etc. 849 62.5 36.8 13.6 16.2 3.7
. Warpen, bayen : 13.5 29.5 20.1 9.4 16.1 4.6
Others ? 2.5 ? 0.5 ? 0.3
Totals (in %) 100.0 100.0( 100.0 100.0{ 100.0 100.0

Totals (in prices :
resp. 000s guilders) 108 156 4000| 113583 9160 74682 5910
Index 100 100 105 229 69 148

Vol. for 1655, value for 1654
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dependent as they were on raw materials from abroad and on external
markets for their finished products. The Dutch frequently succeeded
in taking charge of those stages in the production process which were
particularly profitable and which enabled them to control the
markets for finished products. German, Flemish and French linen
was bleached in Haarlem; Italian silk was prepared in Haarlem,
Amsterdam and Utrecht. This was bound to generate animosities in
other countries. Thus in 1614-17, a group of London merchants led
~ by Alderman Cokayne tried to prevent the outfitting of English wool
fabrics in Amsterdam by inducing the King to ban the export of
undyed cloths. They failed. Sugar refineries and the tobacco trade
emerged because Holland became the world’s warehouse until it was
squeezed out by England in the 18th century. A proto-industrial
development took place only in Twente and was started by the local
linen trade there.

. Unlike in Holland, the development of manufacturing in England
was more firmly rooted in a growth of the domestic economy; it was
not just'a product of a previously achieved strong position in world
_ trade. This was to be of some importance for the future, because it
" -helped industrial capitalism in England toemancipateitself from the
_ grip of the merchant capitalists.

Gregory King has estimated that in 1688 some 70-80% of the
- English population was predominantly employed in agriculture. Yet
-agriculture generated no more than about 56% of the national
income. Next to agriculture, textiles made the largest contribution to
- the gross national product among the manufacturing branches of the
: économy. But decline appears to have setin. Although textile exports
increased absolutely, their share in total exports by England
“(excluding re-exports) fell from 80-90% at the beginning of the 17th
“century to 70.9% in 1699-1701. The process of restructuring which
‘affected the English economy in this period may be gauged even more
-learly by looking at the growing importance of coal as a source of
nergy. The rise in coal output between 1551-60 and 1681-90 was
_1_“'_(')__und 1,400%, but most of this increase happened in the 17th
ntury. In 1651 Newcastle was celebrated as the English Peru. Both
he private and commercial use of coal expanded. London became the
rgest consumer once coal was established as a domestic fuel. It was
riied.to the capltal from Durham and Northumberland by sea. It
been. «calculated that the coal industry employed some 8,000
ople in 1650. A hundred years later, the figure was 15,000 of whom
00 were miners. The advance of coal was particularly fast in those
stries in which the substitution of wood by the new fuel posed
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few or no problems. This was true of soap-making, brick
manufacture, brewing, refining of salt, alum and sugar and glass-
making. The smelting of ores was more complicated. Thus the
question of producing iron with the help of coal remained
technologically unresolved, although processes using the new fuel
had been developed by the end of the century for the production of
lead, tin and copper.

Those industries which replaced wood by coal were able to increase
their output considerably. But the iron manufacturers, having
recovered from the crisis of 1620-60, also did well. The number of
furnaces declined, but overall capacities rose. All in all, production
went up by 30-40% in the course of the 17th century. On the other
hand, there were almost no technological innovations or structural
changes in the manufacturing sector throughoutthe century. Output
increased as much in individual branches as the available equipment
permitted. Changes occurred in this respect only towards the end of
the 17th century. As far as their organization was concerned, textiles
and large parts of metal manufacturing remained dominated by
either the Kaufsystem or the putting-out system. More modern modes
of production developed only in those branches, such as brewing,
glass-making, paper manufacture, refining of salt and sugar, which
required a high concentration of fixed capital.

Merchant capitalism, not industrial capitalism, thus continued to
be the force that shaped the 17th century. Amsterdam rather than
London remained the centre of the torld trading system. Exchange
with the Baltic region was Amsterdam’s moeder commercie (as a
contemporary source put it), i.e. the city’s economic basis until its
decline in the 18th century. By 1670 the Dutch fleet had a capacity of
about 568,000 tons. Some 36.4% of this were taken up by the Baltic
trade and only half of this percentage in shipping on the routes to
Guinea, the West Indies and East India. However, it was precisely the
Baltic connection which did notremain untouched by the crisis of the
17th century. It was first hit by a crisis which lasted from 1618-21 to
1630. There followed a longdrawn outdepression in the 1650s which,
punctuated by a brief upturn in the 1680s, continued into the second
decade of the subsequent century. Between 1641 and 1650 some 2,139
Dutch ships sailed through the Sound out of a total of 3,597. By
1711-20 this figure had declined to 880 ships out of a total of 1,755.

The reason for this drop would appear to be, above all, the
reduction in grain shipments from the Baltic region which has
already been mentioned. It must be added, though, that, whereas the
total amount of grain fell by 18.5%, the amount transported by Dutch
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ships between 1600-49 and 1650-99 decreased by a mere 8.0% (see
Figure 3, p.11). In other words, Dutch grain traders were affected less
seriously by the crisis than their competitors. We have as yet no
knowledge of whether and how far the losses in the Baltic trade were
made good by gains from the prosperous colonial trade, even if the
former continued to be the cornerstone of the commercial empire
which the Dutch established in the 17th century.

Meanwhile the Spanish and Portuguese colonial systems
experienced major upheavals. The colonial and quasi-colonial
settlements of the 16th century in Asia and the Americas began to
emancipate themselves from their mother countries. Spanish-
America became independent of Spanish food supplies and thereby
gained a greater measure of autonomy. However, contrary to a view
which was widely accepted until recently, exports of precious metals
did not decline, but continued to rise in the second half of the 17th
century (see Figure 10, p. 49). The Estado da India was less and less
concerned with promoting exports to the mother country. Rather it
tried to'secure its own survival by subjecting the inner-Asian trade to
its authority to extract tributes from it. To put it crudely: it was not
the route around the Cape, but that through the Red Sea which
became its main artery.

These tendencies were reinforced by the pressure which the
Northwest European sea powers—Holland, England and France—
exerted on Spain and Portugal. These countries not only disrupted
the trade of the Iberian powers with Asia and America, but also built
up commercial networks of their own. They occupied the Caribbean
islands one after the otherand set up on them plantation colonies like
those in Maryland, Virginia and the Carolinas. And along the east
coast of North America these colonies were complemented by settler
colonies. By 1700 British North America had as many as 275,000 white
inhabitants.

The plantations of Brazil and the West Indies which were based on
slave labour became the most important new element of the 17th
century colonial system. With the products of this economy
appearing on the world market, intercontinental trade assumed a
more modern structure based on a division of labour. Sugar cane had
reached Brazil from the Mediterranean via Madeira, the Azores and
the Canary Islands. The first sugar plantations were founded there
before the middle of the 16th century. In 1576 there were some 40 of
them. But by the end of the first quarter of the 17th century, this figure
had risen to 180. By 1576 no more than 60 sugar mills were in
operation. By 1629, there were 346 of them, rising tc 528 in 1710.
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Production rose from 2,050 tons in 1570to 22,700 tonsa hundred yegr}i
later. Sugar plantations spread from Brazil to the West Indies wh.1c
had meanwhile been taken over by the French and t.he Eng11§h.
Around the middle of the 17th century they succeeded in squeezmg
out tobacco-growing whose main centres thenceforth were Marylan
inia.
an’(li"o\gg(;gco had at first been a ‘free man’s crop’ (R. Pares) and up to
about 1700 this was true as far as Virginia was concerned. But soog
tobacco production, like that of sugar, became msep_al'rably connecte f
with the slave trade—one of the most brutal chapters 1n the hlstqry od
merchant capitalism. The link can be most conclusively estabgshe
by looking at the English colony which was foum.ied on Barba OS'}E
1627. Initially the main crop there was tobacco VthCh was grown v(x% E)
the help of white labour. But the overproduction cr1s1s of the 1 N s
induced the planters to switch to sugar production. Thelw. ite
population declined. On the other hand, the black slave popu 3[510;1,
which had been very small as late as 1629, rose to 20,00Q by 16_5 .In
1684 Barbados numbered 19,568 white and 46,602 black inhabitants.
It was the emergence of sugar plantations Wthh led to the use of
slaves, imported from Africa, in Brazil was well as n the West Ingles.
When the native Indian population, in so falt as it had not yet eer;
decimated as in the West Indies, failed to withstand the strains o

Figure 15:
Imports of slaves in 25-year, 20-year and 10-year
averages, 1451-1870

slaves
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Table 22:

- Estimated imports of slaves into the Americas, 1451-1870 (000s)
Region 1451/1600|1601/1700 |1701/1810 | 1811/70 | Totals
Brit. North Am. - - 496.0 51.0 | 547.0
Spanish Am. 75.0 2925 | (623.1) | 606.0 |(1596.6)
Brit. Caribbean - 263.7 | (1513.5) - (1777.2)
French Caribbean - 155.8 | (1448.9) 96.0 |(1700.7)
Dutch Caribbean - 40.0 380.0 - 420.0
Danish Caribbean — 4.0 24.0 - 28.0
Brazil 50.0 560.0 1909.7 | 1145.4 | 3665.1
Eur./S30 Thomé/Atl.Is.| 149.9 25.1 - - 175.0
Totals 2749 1341.1 6395.2 | 1898.4 | 9909.6
Annual averages 1.8 134 58.1 31.6 23.6

working in sugar cane production, Brazil’s plantation owners
increasingly used African slaves since the beginning of the 17th
century. The crucial precondition for the operation of the plantation
system was the provision of slaves in sufficient numbers and ata low
price.

The origins of the slave trade between West Africaand the Americas
go back to the beginnings of colonization. Some 17 slaves are reported
to have been shipped to the West Indies as early as 1505. The asiento,
the granting of an import monopoly for slaves into Spanish-America,
dates back to 1518. In the last quarter of the 16th century about 3,800
slaves were transported per annum to Europe, the Atlantic Isles, to
Sao Thomé€ and America. One hundred years later the annual average
was 24,100. Up to 1700 some two million Africans were forced to leave
their homelands to be sent on the way into a terrifying future (see
Figure 15 and Table 22). The mortality rate during the passage to
America was around 20%. At first the slave trade was a monopoly of
Portuguese merchants. They dominated the markets both in West
Africa and in Brazil and the West Indies. The asientos were granted
mainly to Portuguese citizens. In 1637 Portugal lost Elmina, a fort on
the Gold Coast,and in 1641 L.uanda on the Angolan coast to Holland.
Moreover, in 1640, Spain abolished the asiento system after the
~secession of Portugal. Thenceforth the Portuguese merchants
encountered a serious competitor in the shape of the Dutch East India
Co}npany. In 1654, it is true, the Company was forced out of Brazil
which it had partally taken away from Portugal. But it now
organized the illegal slave trade to the Spanish possessions and
-participated in the asiento which had been re-established in 1662. The
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Company also supplied the French and English islands in the
Caribbean with slaves. Yet even during its peak period, the Dutch
slave trade continued to rank second behind the Portuguese. The
Dutch share was about 20%. Around 1675 the English pushed them
into third place, and at the end of the century the French had demoted
them to the fourth rank.

Between 1673 and 1711, the Royal African Company which had
been specifically established to trade in slaves in 1672 imported an

average of 2,327 slaves per year to the West Indies. It sent metal goods, .

Table 23:
The triangular trade of the Royal African Company,
1673-1713 (annual averages)

No. | Weight Value
in tons £ %

Exports to Africa (1673-1704)
Metal and metal goods 70713 15,5
Brit. woollens 102103 224
East India textiles 53514 117
Other textiles 62523 137
Gunpowder, firearms, knives 3485.5 7.6
Beads, corals, cowries 43239 . 95
Misc. 8965.6 19.6
Totals 45 660,3 100,0
Imports from Africa to Engl.
(1673/74-1711/13)
Gold 0.10 140425 81.1
Ivory 21.7 |[ca. 2353.0 13.6
Wax 8.5 |ca. 7495 43
Redwood 3.7 |ea. 180 1.0
Totals 34.0 17 325.0 100,0
Imports of Slaves from Africa
to West Indies (1673-1711) 2327 - ca. 35700
Imports from West Indies to ~
England (1673-1707/11) .
Sugar 918.2 |ca. 28 437 68.0
Ginger 10.6 |ca. 322 0.8
Indigo 23 |ca. 1181 2.8
Cotton 39 |ca. 226 0.6
Silver 0.21 18945 45
Bills of Exchange 9748.6 23.3
Totals . 935.2 41 809.1 100.0
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textiles, inc]uding linen from Silesia, fire-arms, gun powder and
knives to Africa. In return it acquired not only slaves, but also gold,
ivory, timber, furs and wax which were shipped to England. In the
West Indies the Company exchanged mainly sugar for its slaves; it
was loaded onto the returning slave ships (see Table 23). The slave
trade thus became the stimulus which gave rise to a triangular trade
relationship between the European metropoles, Africa and the West
Indies. This triangle demonstrates very clearly how the various
production centres and markets of the Atlantic region were
functionally orientated towards, and dominated by, the merchant
capitalists of Europe.

The Far Eastern trade experienced major structural changes when
both the English and Dutch East India companies penetrated the
Indian Ocean. The Portuguese had more or less integrated themselves
into the structures which they found upon their arrival in Asia.
Consequently the overland trade routes between Asia and Europe
were hardly ever seriously threatened. As late as 1600, between 60%
and 80% of Asian exports to Europe (in terms of volume) reached the
Occident on land. When the above-mentioned Companies appeared
on the scene at the turn of the 17th century, these patterns changed
dramatically. The land routes became almost totally insignificant.
Hormuz, the Portuguese fort at the entry to the Persian Gulf which
had been the departure point of the caravans to the ports along the

. Table 24:
Tradm.g activities of the Dutch East India Company in Asia
in triennial periods, 1619/21-1693/1700 (%)

1619/21 | 1648/50 | 1698/1700 | 1778/80
Spices 17.6 17.9 11.7 -
- 26.4 24.8 24.4
Pepper 56.4 50.3 11.2 -
- 329 13.3 11.0
Tea, coffee - - 43 -
- - 4.1 229
Textiles, silk, 16.1 14.2 54.7 -
cotton - 17.5 43.4 32.7
Other 9,9 17.6 18.1 -
— 23.2 144 9.0
Totals 100.0 100.0 100.0 -
- 100.0 100.0 100.0
Totals in guilders (000s) 2943 6257 15026 -
- 8771 21032 28137

IFirst line of figures = purchases; second line = sales.
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Table 25:
Trading patterns of the English East India Company with
Asia, 1661-1760, (ten-yearly averages in pounds sterling)

1661/70 1691/1700 1721/30 1751/60
Exports 133 464 3326132 650 008 988 588 -
— Precious metals! 67.0 71.4 83.6 65.7
Imports 101 6803 173080 633293 778 658
— Pepper* 20.0 8.3 2.8 4.7
— Textiles* 62.5 68.6 65.5 53.7
— Teat 0.1 1.8 9.6 21.7

'As percentage of total; 21692/1700; 21664/70; *As percentage of total

Levant coast, was-captured in 1622. The Companies succeeded in
bringing the trade with the Far East under their control.

At the same time, trade became more diversified. As far as imports
from Asia were concerned, pepper and other spices lost their lead over
textiles. The purchases of spices by the Dutch East India Company
dropped from 74.0% in 1619-21 to 22.9% in 1698-1700 in terms of the
Company'’s overall imports. The share of textiles and raw materials
for textile manufacture, on the other hand, increased from 16.1% to
54.7% during the same period (see Table 24). Imports of calicoes to
England increased on average from 198,815 to 295,755 pieces between
1664-70 and 1691-1700. By the 1690s they made up no less than 86.6%
of Asian imports (see Table 25). The European balance of trade
continued to be in deficit. Between 1660 and 1700 a mere 24% of the
English East India Company’s exports were in finished goods; some
76% were in precious metals. However, the Companies tried to reduce
their exports of precious metals to Asia by engaging themselves
increasingly in the inner-Asian trade. The profits they made in these
ventures were used to finance their imports to Europe.

The overseas expansion of the European commercial metropoles
obviously also required an organizational and financial corset. It was
impossible for a private-company to finance the protection of its
trade, the establishment of agencies and overseas branches as well as
to satisfy the demand for working capital for its trading activities.
There were, moreover, great risks in this trade which were increased
by the vast distances involved. The state had an interest in controlling
overseas trade directly or indirectly and this was achieved with the
establishment of monopoly organizations. In Spain and Portugal the
authorities exercised this control through the Casa de la Contratacion
at Seville and the Casa da India at Lisbon. The difference between the
two organizations was that the Casa da India was not merely a
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supervisory and control institution, but also exercised a trade
monopoly for such important commodities as spices, copper and
silver.

. In the countries of Northwestern Europe more or less private firms,
most of which were joint stock companies, were granted by the statea
trade monopoly in a certain overseas territory together with
sovereignty rights. The most famous of these companies were the
English East India Company which received its charter in 1600 and
the Dutch Ferenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie of 1602. Others were
the Dutch West Indies Company of 1621, the English Hudson Bay
Company of 1670, the Royal African Company of 1672 and the
French Compagnie des Indes Orientales of 1664 which was hapless at
first and merged with the Compagnie des Indes in 1719.

The common feature of these Companies was that, being chartered,
they were quasi-public bodies. However, their actual raison d’étre
was to maximize profits. Thus the state, by granting a charter, created
the organizational preconditions for the accumulation of commercial
capital. Another common characteristic of the Companies was that
they were no longer organized as ‘regulated companies’ but as ‘joint-
stock companies’. They were equipped with a capital stock which
could be subscribed. Initially the funds thus accumulated were used
exclusively for particular trade expeditions to be repaid, plus any
profits, after the expedition had been completed. The Dutch East
India Company had a permanent capital stock from the start. It was
only in 1657 that the English East India Company also adopted this
form of financial organization. The dividends paid by these
Companies were considerable. The average dividend of the Dutch
East India Company, which existed from 1602 to 1798, was 18.2%. In
thirteen of these years, investors received 40% and more. The
dividends of the English East India Company averaged out at 20.3%
between 1661 and 1691. But in the 18th century they dropped to 10%
and below. Thereasons for the impressive successes of the Companies
may be found in the ‘internalization of the protection costs’ (N.
Steensgaard). In order to protect their trade, they built up forces of
their own. This made them independent of those powers which had
hitherto provided the protection for caravans and ships. The price at
which this latter protection was offered was not only well above their
own costs, but could largely also not be calculated in advance.

While Dutch and English overseas trade continued to prosper,
Spain and Portugal suffered considerable losses. In 1641-50 total
Spanish tonnage on the trans-Atlantic route had been 22,528; by
1701-10 this figure had declined to a mere 4,950 tons carried by 15
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Figure 16:
Volume of sea traffic from Europe to Asia,
1491/92-1700/01 (ships sailing to Asia in ten-year
periods and by country)
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ships (see Figure 8, p. 41). The fall in the tonnage was partially made
good because the products sent to the Americas tended to be more
valuable. Between 1601-2 and 1610-11 some 69 ships sailed to Asia
from Portugal. By the final decade of the 17th century there were just
23. Meanwhile Dutch, French and English figures showed a steep
increase. Again, taking the first and the last decades of the 17th
century, Dutch, English and French traffic to Asia rose from 59 to 241,
20 to 134 and 2 to 40 ships respectively (see Figure 16). The purchases
of the Dutch East India Company in Asia increased five-fold between
1619-21 and 1692-1700. Turnover in Amsterdam shot up by 140%
between 1648-50 and 1698-1700. Imports by the English East India
Company saw a 70% rise from 1664-70 to 1691-1700. Unfortunately
there are no figures relating to the total overseas trade of the northern
parts of the Netherlands. English exports increased by more than 50%
between 1663-69 and 1699-1701. Whereas the share of exports to West
Africa, America and Asia in terms of total English exports (excluding
re-exports) was no more than 14.9% around the turn of the century,
imports from these regions already amounted to 31.9% of total
imports (see Table 26, also itemizing London’s share which was 74.3%
of England’s foreign trade in 1699-1701). However, the really
dynamicelement in this trade were not so much imports and exports,
but re-exports of products from the under-developed and colonial
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Table 26:
Share of Europe, Asia, Africa and America in foreign trade of
London and of England, 1663/69-1699/1701 (%)

Europe! Asia, Afr., America Totals

1663/69 1699/1701(1663/69 1699/1701]1663/69 1699/1701

I I II I I II I I II

Exports 65.9 50.3 58.7 6,9 12,0 10.3] 728 623 69.1
Re-exports ? 31.7 259 ? 6.0 5.0 27.2* 377 309
Totals ? 82.0 84.6 ? 18.0 15.3]| 100.0 100.0 100.0

Imports 76.3 653 68.1( 23.7 347 319]| 100.0 100.0 100.0

I = London, II = England
Incl. Ireland and Turkey; 2Estimate

world like tobacco, sugar and calicoes which went primarily to the
European Continent. The share of these re-exports in terms of total
English exports rose from 22% in 1663-69 to 30.9% in 1699-1701.

Holland, not England was the warehouse of Europe in the 17th
century, though. This activity formed the basis of its dominating
position in trade and finance. In 1728 Daniel Defoe gave an apt
description of Holland’s role in international trade when he wrote:
‘The Dutch must be understood as they really are, the Carryers of the
World, the middle Persons in Trade, the Factors and Brokers of
Europe: that, as is said above, they buy to sell again, take in to send
out: and the Greatest Part of their vast Commerce consists in being
supply’d from all parts of the World, that they may supply all the
World again.’

Amsterdam was the centre of trade and finance in this period. Its
population grew from about 30,000 in 1567 to over 200,000 by the
early 1780s. Its exchange, which was accommodated in a splendid
building erected between 1609 and 1611, took the same development
as Antwerp’s before it: it created a commodities market, but also a
system of payment which was independent of the fairs, even if it
did not operate through its own framework, but through a bank of
exchange which will be mentioned in a moment. In 1585 some 205
different commodities were traded at Amsterdam; in 1675 there were
as many as 491. In the same year the London exchange listed the
prices of 305 commodities. From 1609 a weekly bulletin was
published which gave the prices of various products. The stock
exchange soon emerged side-by-side with the commodities trade.
Initially it was above all the shares of the Dutch East India Company,
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soon also those of the West Indies Company, which changed hands.
Later still, bonds issued by the two Companies were added, but above
all loans of the City of Amsterdam, the Province of Holland and the
United Provinces. Towards the end of the century, foreign
governments also tried to place their loans. Finally speculative
futures markets developed in both commodities and share$ against
which all bans proved powerless.

One of the main reasons for Amsterdam’s rise to the position of the
largest financial market in Europe was the founding of the
Wasselbank in 1609. It was this bank which broke the hegemony of the
Genoese markets, until then the most important international
clearing centre. Being a clearing bank, the Wisselbank was nothing
new, but formed the terminal point on a ‘tradition-bound axis’ (H.
van der Wee) in the history of European banking. It was only the
Antwerp-London axis which opened up new perspectives. The
number of deposit accounts held at the Wisselbank rose from 708 in
1611 to 2,698 in 1701. Total deposits increased from 925,562 guilders
in 1610 to 16,248,849 guilders in 1700.

The Wisselbank was not a credit bank. It gave credits only to either
the City of Amsterdam or generally the Dutch East India Company.
The Wisselbank made Amsterdam the most important market for
precious metals in Europe: Between 15% and 25% of the silver which
reached Spain from the Americas was sent directly to the Netherlands.
It was used for balancing the accounts for trade and services between
Spain and Spanish-America, on the one hand, and the northern
Netherlands, on the other. A roughly similar percentage of American
silver probably got to Holland through other channels. This means
that the financial world of Amsterdam was able to dispose over a
significant part of the Spanish silver imports. In the second half of the
17th century a fleet of 30-50 ships accompanied by war ships sailed
into Amsterdam harbour every autumn. The city’s dominant
position in international finance was reflected in an enormous export
of capital which was related to investments abroad. Governments in
need of funds turned to Amsterdam and sought to place loans on its
capital market. It was in connection with such financial transactions
that the Dutch capitalists gained control of Swedish copper and the
mercury deposits in Idria. Louis de Greer established a financial
empire in Sweden the likes of which did not exist elsewhere.

The leading role of the Northern Netherlands in international trade
and finance mobilized their neighbours. The English tried to oust the
Dutch from their position as intermediaries and to gain control of
world trade. They also aimed to establish a system of entrepdts of their
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own. The Navigation Acts of 1651 and 1660, the acts of 1662, 1669,
1673 and 1696 as well as the trade wars of 1652-54, 1665-67 and
1672-74 are reflections of these policies. Above all, England was keen
to disrupt the trade links which the Dutch had established with the
English settlers in the West Indies and along the eastern seaboard of

"North America and to take the foreign trade of the colonies into their

own hands. The English colonial system whose constitutional
foundations had been laid in the Restoration period left little room
for the trade relations of other nations. However, the significance of
the Navigation Acts and the legislation that followed lay in
something else. These laws established a tradition of trade policy-
making which was no longer based on the monopoly of individual
companies, but on ‘a national trading interest’ (Chr. Hill). There was
no place in this system for monopolistic trade companies, unless they
were prepared to subordinate themselves to the ‘national monopoly’.

"Khe outcome of the Anglo-Dutch Wars cleared the way for England
to become the dominant trading nation in Europe. Between 1629 and
1686 her commercial fleet trebled, even though its size in 1686 of
340,000 tons was still well below that of the Dutch fleet. However,
English re-exports rose from 100 index points in 1663-69 to 221 in
1699-1701, reflecting England’s growing importance as the
emporium for goods from the under-developed and colonial world.
Capital which would have been invested in landed property only a
century ago was now put largely into foreign trade. Issues of shares
for joint-stock companies were frequently subscribed with surprising
speed. Nor was it difficult to place debentures. In many cases shares
were held by very few people. In 1675 some 700 investors owned the
capital of the three most important trading companies, the East India
Company, the Africa Company and the Hudson Bay Company. The
mediume-size investors tended to dominate the Africa Company. The
East India Company, on the other hand, was increasingly controlled
by a few very wealthy merchants. In 1691, more than a quarter of the
total capital was held by eight people. Josiah Child, the Governor of
the Company, owned 6.9% of it, amounting to £51,150.

As far as the development of financial institutions was concerned,
England was even farther behind Holland than in her trade. A
noteworthy stock-market did not emerge until the 1690s. But
thereafter it expanded very quickly and assumed modern features.
Antwerp rather than Amsterdam became the model for the structure
of the English system of credit and finance. Antwerp’s financial
techniques, in particular those of endorsement and the discounting of
debt certificates and bills of exchange, spread throughout England,
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soon giving the English a lead over the Dutch. Next to theacceptance
of deposits and the issue of bank notes, the discounting business
became the most important activity of the London bankers, most of
whom were goldsmiths by professional origin. The Bank of England
also adopted these practices after it had been founded as a joint-stock
company in 1696 to reorganize the English state debt. This made the
Bank of England the most modern financial institution in Europe
which left the exchange banks of the Continent well behind.

The 17th century was the high noon of merchant capitalism both
in the Northern Netherlands and in England. In a few places it got
involved in manufacturing, but this did not mean that these
interests received much attention. The circulation sphere and the
production sphere moved on different levels and an identity of
interests between trade and manufacturing was lacking. Free Trade
prevailed in the one sphere; protection of the domestic market against
foreign competition, in the other. The growing volume of re-exports
in Dutch and English foreign trade benefited the manufacturing
sector only in a very limited way. The expansion of merchant
capitalism threatened to hold back the development of manu-
facturing. However, in the 18th century industrial capital succeeded
in establishing itself as an independent factor in England next to
merchant capital. And once the Government had abolished the
controls over the country’s economic life during the Revolutionary
period and had scrapped the monopolies in trade and industry, the
system of industrial production could be put on a new footing.
Moreover, in February 1700, the domestic manufacturers achieved an
important victory against the commercial interests of the East India
Company when they succeeded in getting legislation passed which
was directed against the imports of Persian, Indian and Chinese silk
and cotton products.

Nothing like this ever happened in the Netherlands. There the
merchant capitalists and the financiers upheld their hegemony. As
Marx put it succinctly: “The history of the collapse of Holland as the
dominant trading nation is the history of the subordination of
commercial capital to industrial capital’. Proto-industrial develop-
ments within the national boundarigs of their competitors deprived
Dutch manufacturing with its low adaptability of its foreign markets.
By the beginning of the 19th century textile production at Leiden was
down to 30,000 pieces. Other crafts did not fare much better.
Although the volume of trade declined but marginally, Holland’s
strong position in world trade was undermined. Between 1701-5 and
1771-75 her share of imports into England slumped from 11.2% to
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Table 27:
Anglo-Dutch Trade, 1701/05-1771/75
(quinquennial averages)

1701/05 1771/75
£(000s) % £(000s) %
Total Brit. exports 2 048.0 349 1 846.0 11.7
Exports to Holland 5 866.4 100.0 15 832.6 100.0
Total Brit. imports 562.0 11.2 457.0 3.5
Imports from Holland 4794.2 100.0 12 884.4 100.0

3.5%. Only 11.7% instead of the previous 34.9% of English exports still
passed through the Dutch entrepdts (see Table 27). By 1771-80 a mere
27.6% of the ships sailing through the Sound flew the Dutch flag.
International finance now became the focus of the country’s
economic activity. But unlike in 19th-century England, Dutch
foreign credits were not accompanied by stepped-up exports of
manufactured goods. It is one of the ironies that the northern parts of
the Netherlands should be overtaken again by their southern
counterparts. As Maurice Dobb has rightly emphasized: ‘The
launching of a country on the first stages of the road towards
capitalism is no guarantee that it will complete the journey.’

2.4 The Crisis of the 17th Century in.its Socio-Economic Context

The crisis of the 17th century started off as an agricultural crisis
which was rooted in the price revolution of the previous century. Itis
possible that it was exacerbated by climatic changes. Some people
have spoken of the ‘little ice age’ which is assumed to have afflicted
Europe. The demographic aspects of the 16th-century history have
already been analysed (see above p. 18). However, by the turn of the
17th century and definitely by the middle of that century there was a
reversal of earlier population trends. The size of the population
began to stagnate or even declined. It did not take long for the
economic repercussions of this development to be felt, above all in
agriculture. Demand for basic foodstuffs dropped, because, as we
have seen before, it was more directly linked to varying population
sizes than were more expensive manufactured goods.

It might be objected that, as the size of cultivated land was also
shrinking, food supplies would presumably have fallen in
proportion to the demographic losses. However, it must be taken
into consideration here that the food crisis of the 16th century had led
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to large areas of marginal soil which yielded very little being
taken under the plough. When the economy turned around, these
fields were probably the first to be abandoned. This meant that the
production of cereals did not decline to the same extent as the
population had done and that the marginal cost of agricultural
production also decreased. In other words, when the supply was
greater than the demand and productivity saw at least a slight
increase, prices were bound to fall. And this is precisely what
happened up to the early decades of the 18th century (see Figure 1, p.
4). A further factor must be added when one looks at the development
in England and the northern parts of the Netherlands. There the
decline in prices was presumably due not merely to demographic
change, but also to a growing agricultural output. This stepping-up
of production was the specific manner in which the Dutch and
English farmers responded to the crisis.

However, the crisis of the 17th century was not just and not
exclusively a ‘Malthusian’ crisis. It also gave rise to tremendous social
problems. There are many indications that the growing subsistence
crisis became exacerbated because the feudal lords tightened their
grip on agricultural incomes. They increased their pressure in the
struggle for the distribution of these incomes once it became clear that
their own losses could not be made up from other sources. Thus the
Languedoc witnessed a ‘rent offensive’ (E. Le Roy Ladurie) in the first
six decades of the 17th century. Rents increased from 1-1.5 hecto-litres
of grain per hectare around 1550 to three or more hecto-litres.
Increases by 100% occurred in the Paris region and in the Soissonais.
In some other regions such as the Hurepoix and the Poitou, south of
the River Loire, 17th-century levels had been reached as early as 1560.
In some parts of England payments to the landlords rose more steeply
than the price of grain (see Table 11, p. 50). The feudal lords, it is true,
were forced, as the crisis deepened, to reduce the contributions if they
wished to avoid their own ruin. But in many cases the state appeared

on the scene to grab what the lords had left. Soon indirect state taxes -

surpassed the reductions in direct rents, squeezing the peasant
economy even further. Everything pointed towards an irresistible
downhill slide. In the Languedoc rent rises came to a halt by 1675-80
at the latest; there now followed a fall in rents which amounted to 20%
in some cases and 50% in others. Meanwhile, the taille which had
doubled between 1580-90 and 1650 from 6.2% to 13% of the gross
agricultural product was pushed up even more massively after 1690.
These new burdens spelt the doom for many a peasant. If one
calculates the tax burden of the French population in terms of work
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days, it becomes clear that it trebled between 1588 and 1683. The tax

-rate rose from 5.0% to 15.5% (see Table 28). In the Beauvaisis north of

Paris the share was even 20% to which must be added another 20% for
rent.

Table 28:
Growth of tax burdens in France, 1515-1683
Total taxes | Gross agric. (A)asa Taxes per Taxes
levied product % of head of calcul. in
(A)! (B)! (B) family (C0)? | workdays (D)*
1515 3.5 53.7 6.5 0.8 6.4
1547 7.4 178 4.2 1.4 7.0
1588 24 480 5 6 10.0
1607 31 389 8.0 4.8 13.6
1641 78 533 14.6 28 34.4
N 1661 79 744 10.6 18.1 20.8
1675 98 514 19.0 25.2 34.0
1683 106 690 15.4 23.6 31.2
! = millions of ‘livres tournois’; 2 = ‘livres tournois’; for a family of four;

3Based on wage levels of Parisian building-workers.

. In Western Europe the agricultural crisis resulted partly from the
combined pressure of landlords and the state. In Eastern Europe, on
the other hand, it was an outgrowth of the more traditional feudal
mode of production and its contradictions which had undergone a
fresh'twist when the landlords decided to rely primarily on serf labour
services. Thenceforth the Vorwerk became the focal point of the rural
economy and its constitution. The peasant economy found it

- impossible to expand production the more it lost control of its labour

process and the more it was incorporated into the seigneurial

- economy. With the end of the 16th century boom approaching, feudal
© pressures on the peasants increased. The landlords tried to meet the
- reduction in the returns from the sale of their produce with increased

production and a cutting of their costs. Hence they enlarged their
Vorwerke, reduced the workforce and the number of animals and
relied on the services of the peasants. The consequences were
pernicious for both the demesnes and the peasant economy. Yields

- declined and so did the number of peasants. The size of cultivated
- land and of livestock contracted. Ultimately the landlords even had to
- provide the peasants with draught animals to be maintained by the

latter, if they did not want to jeopardize production on the Vorwerke
.(S__e_e__Table 29). Thus excessive exploitation helped to trigger off the
crisis.
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Table 29:
Index of changes in the structure of agriculture in the Kalisz
province (Poland), ca. 1600-ca. 1650

ca. 1600 ca. 1650

1. L.and farmed by peasants

1.1 Total acreage 100 64-72

1.2 1.and per peasant-holding 100 80—-85
2. Wiistungen (total acreage) 100 400-500
3. Vorwerk land

3.1 Noble demesnes 100 113

3.2 Ecclesiastical demesnes 100 116—130

3.3 Royal demesnes 100 126—145
4. Total cultivated land 100 87—-89
5. Population size of villages 100 75-80
6. Draught animals

6.1 Total 100 60—-70

6.2 Per peasant-holding 100 8085

6.3 In relation to acreage 100 95-100

6.4 Supplied by demesnes 100 200

War and uprisings also contributed to the pressures on the peasants
and to seal the collapse of the rural economy. These were of course
factors which cannot always, and sometimes no more than partially,
be included in a discussion of the socio-economic aspects of the crisis.
The Thirty Years’ War or the various wars in Northern Europe in the
second half of the 17th century were moreextraneous. The Fronde in
France, on the other hand, was both a reflection of, and an element in,
the crisis. Other factors, above all plagues and epidemics, must be
added. And again it will have to be left to further research to decide
how far they represented the culmination of a long-drawn-out crisis.

The manufacturing sector followed the general course of the
agricultural depression. But its specific characteristics prevented it
from following exactly the same path. Exceptions always admitted,
prices for manufactured goods did not decline as sharply as those for
grain. As before, these goods proved less susceptible to demographic
fluctuations. Moreover, once the economy began to slacken,
purchasing power became available which had thus far beem
absorbed by the higher cost of food and drink. On the other hand, it
must be remembered that the gains made in the purchasing power of
wage earners and small craftsmen were counterbalanced by losses on
the part of the agricultural producers. In the long term, however,
changes in the demand structure were more important than those
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which, like the ones mentioned above, can be directly related to the
ups and downs in the economy. There was the disproportionately
large growth of the cities from the 17th century, the incipient
commercialization of agriculture and proto-industrialization. These
developments led to an increase in the number of households which
were dependent on the market.

Even more important than the fall in prices and wage rises was the
manner in which the merchant entrepreneurs and Ferleger reacted to
the fact that their profit margins were being reduced at both ends.
This reaction took three forms:

(1) Rising labour costs induced them to move manufacturing to
the countryside on an even larger scale and to rely on the rural labour
potential.

(2) Falling prices led them to turn to mass production which
reduced unit costs through higher output and thus enabled the
merchant capitalists to maximise profits by means of a larger turnover
rather than by trying to increase their gains through higher unit
prices. The changeover from expensive ‘old draperies’ to cheap
‘new draperies’ and from fustian to linen, which have been discussed
earlier (see above p. 34), are cases in point.

(3) The merchant capitalists stepped up the expansion of trade
with the underdeveloped and colonial world in an attempt to shore
up the precarious demand situation in the domestic markets. In this
process, the ‘old colonial system’ based on extraction was replaced by
a ‘new form of colonialism’ represented by the plantation economy
(E.J. Hobsbawm).

These responses of the merchant capitalists to the crisis stimulated
the production of goods. On the other hand, the crises tended to
deepen where the new methods were not adopted. The extension of
craft production into the countryside was a very serious blow to the
urban export economy which was constrained by the guild system.
Those regions which did not switch from old to new draperies in
time, were badly hit by the crises. With the emergence of Holland,
England and France as the centres of the embryonic capitalist world
system, the countries of the Mediterranean slipped into a position
half way towards the periphery. The expensive goods of their
manufacturers were squeezed out of the international markets. A
proto-industrial development which might have put them in a
position to keep up with their competitors in North-western Europe
failed to take place. How far the manufacturing sector in the
Northwest began to diverge from that of the South may be gauged
from the output of the Tolfa alum mining works near Rome and the
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customs accounts of the Sound. The Tolfa works held a quasi-
monopoly of alum which was indispensable for the dyeing of textiles.
But after 1614 production at Tolfa declined steadily. On the other
hand, exports of raw materials such as iron ore, flax and hemp from
the Baltic region rose from the middle of the 17th century, while the
grain trade fell behind (see Figure 17). Iron ore exports from
Stockholm rose by 85% between 1648 and 1700. Some 44% of all these
exports went to England.

Figure 17:

Index of exports by volume of different
commodities to Western Europe through
the Sound, 1562/66-1770/80
(1731/39 = 100)
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Eric Hobsbawm has argued that ‘the “crisis’ itself created the
conditions which were to make the industrial revolution possible’. In
making this statement he thought above all of the concentration
movements and shifts which were unleashed by the crisis and then
sharpened that crisis. It appears that these shifts occurred on the
international and interregional level, i.e. from the land powers
towards the sea powers and from grain production towards stock-
farming and proto-industry. The interregional shift was accom-
panied by a move away from urban manufacturing towards rural
cottage” industries. These developments accelerated a division of
labour on an international, interregional and societal plain and
boosted the exchange of goods. Thus the flow of information was
improved within the trading network which emerged in North-
western Europe, and which was soon to stretch across the globe. At
the same time the costs of commercial transactions decreased. The
emergent interregional division of labour made intensified
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agricultural production a more attractive proposition. But it also led
to a reallocation of rural labour either in favour of farming or of
proto-industrial production. In either case the rural populations
ceased to produce goods or food for their own consumption. The
system of partial barter which had been a feature of a peasant
economy began to disintegrate. The latter became a demand factor of
the national economy concerned. The market principle established
itself, and the division of labour became firmly entrenched.

Once the population trend had been reversed, the demographic
problem which had caused the most serious tensions in the social
structure of Europe in the 16th and early 17th centuries began to
disappear. Theslightrisein the level of real wages worked in the same
direction. This rise was due to the fact that the supply and demand of
labour started to converge while per capita output rose and the cost of
living declined. And yet neither the demographic shift nor the short-
lived increase in real wages were able to arrest a long-term
pauperization process. There was no relief for peasants whose
burdens continued to increase as taxation or feudal services rose in
Western and Central Europe and in East-Central and Eastern Europe
respectively. Famines and wars had permanently weakened the
productive potential of the peasant economy. Indebtedness assumed
enormous proportions. For the Beauvaisis the records of some 60 suits
have been investigated which were initiated between 1683 and 1685 in
protest against high tax demands. These cases showed that the
indebtedness of only nine peasants was less than one quarter of their
total assets; in 14 cases it was half and in 29 slightly above that; in the
case of eight peasants it was even above that percentage. Thus
indebtedness became a decisive stage on the road which ended in
expropriation. And indeed expropriation made rapid strides unless
the landlords or the village were prepared, and able, to stem it. In
some regions of France the percentage of peasants farming their land
dropped to less than one third. the new owners were the noblesse de
robe, the Church and—especially in the vicinity of larger towns—the
bourgeoisie. Up to a point, the French peasants therefore shared the
fate of their English counterparts.

Central and Eastern Europe were spared from the process of
expropriation. Where it can be demonstrated to have taken place, it
remained within the rural community. Indebtedness did notresultin
dissolution, but led to the transfer of property titles within peasant
society. The Thirty Years’ War had put no more than a temporary
halt to the process of differentiation within the peasantry, and
although this process amounted to an expropriation of some
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peasants, it nevertheless remained internal to ,;he rural economy. In
general, those peasants who actually owned their land remained
unaffected and in fact stood up to economic pressures relatively well.
East of the River Elbe, on the other hand, they did not always escape
the effects of the proliferating Vorwerk system. Thus in 1569 tenants
of the King in Masovia holding more than half a Hufe madeup 36% of
the peasant population. By 1616 they had been decimated to 10%, and
by 1660 they had all butdisappeared. At this time 40% of the farms had
a size of between a quarter and one half of a Hufe; 43% had a quarter
and 17% even less than that. But these figures assume their
significance only if one remembers that a peasant on half a Hufe of
land lived on the verge of the subsistence minimum.

Expropriation, pauperization and differentiation created the
preconditions for the emergence of proto-industrial regions. Once
rural manufacturing had established itself in a particular area, the
number of people living on the margins of peasant society grew
quickly, ultimately to reach a size which society as a whole proved
unable to cope with. In 1660 some 62.1% of the households of
Rossendale and four other villages in the textile region of Lancashire
held plots of land worth less than £5. In large parts of East-Central
and Eastern Europe, on the other hand, where the demesne
monopolized the labour market the path for a proto-industrial
development was necessarily blocked.

The pressures which the peasants were forced to live under led them
to stage innumerable uprisings in the 17th century. These uprisings
broke out all across Europe, from England to the frontiers of the
Russian Empire in the Southeast. They were most numerous in
France, where one uprising followed the other between 1624 and
1675. The rebellions of the Nouveaux Croquants of 1636 in the
Southwest, of the Nu-pieds of 1639 in Normandy, of the Sabotiers in
the Sologne (1658), of the Lustucrus in the Boulonnais (1662) and of
the Bonnet Rougesin Brittany (1675) are just a few examplesin along
chain. Resentments against the seigneurs combined in these
uprisings with resistance to taxation, with the latter being the
decisive cause except for the 1675 rebellion in Brittany.

The dominant classes did not remain completely unscathed by the
crisis of the 17th century either. However, unlike the peasants, they
succeeded in developing policies which cushioned them against its
effects comparatively well and which are best described as
‘nationalization’ and ‘oligarchization’. What is meant by these terms
is that the nobility formed an alliance with the state. Thisenabled the
aristocracy to participate in the distribution of tax revenues extracted

The Crists of the 17th Century 99

by the state from the peasantry and thus to make up the fall in feudal
rents. However the nobles had to pay for this by allowing the state to
divest them of their original feudal privileges, to recruit them intoits
service and to emasculate them politically. On the other hand, in
order to cement the social status hierarchies, they sealed themselves
off from inferior social groups.

The tendency to form oligarchies which can be observed
throughout Europe at this time even reached England and the
northern parts of the Netherlands. The successful revolt of the
Netherlands against Spain saw the rise to power of the wealthy
merchants who represent the upper crust in the cities, with major
changes taking place only in Amsterdam in this respect. These oligarchies
determined the political fate of the Republic until 1795. The nobility
was ousted and since then lived no more than a shadow existence. The
conduct of state business had been taken over by the merchant
capitalists. However, there was a reversal of this development from
the second half of the 17th century. The patricians turned their backs
on commerce, lived as rentiers and tried to establish themselves as a
new aristocracy.

England’s unprecedented social mobility of the years 1540-1660
lost its momentum with the end of the price revolution, the growth of
the population and the contraction of the property market. The
aristocracy and the upper gentry succeeded in expanding their
holdings of land at the expense of the lower gentry and the peasants.
Moreover, they tried to erect barriers between themselves and the social
groups below. The exercise of political power was in the hands of this
extremely wealthy and influential land-owning class. But side-by-
side with the ‘feudal’ hierarchies which they promoted there emerged
other status hierarchies which had a decisive impact on the shape of
English society. In 1688, Gregory King counted as many as 10,000
‘merchants and traders by sea’, 10,000 ‘persons in offices and places’,
10,000 ‘persons in the law’, 10,000 ‘clergy-men’, 15,000 people ‘in
liberal arts and sciences’ and 9,000 army and naval officers. King
estimated that their combined income surpassed that of the 16,586
noble households by as much as 36% (see Table 30). These groups and
the first four in particular increasingly enjoyed recognition by the
aristocracy, not least because many sons of aristocratic families who
were excluded from inheritance by the system of primogeniture were
accepted into these other groups. Intermarriage was no exception.
The merchant capitalists, it is true, remained excluded from the
centres of political power. On the other hand, monied and landed
interests had already become too closely intertwined for the ruling
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oligarchies to be able to ignore the former completely. To this extent
the emergent status system of England is a pointer of later
developments. Meanwhile the blatant inequalities in the distribution
of wealth remained untouched by these developments (see Table 30).

Table 30:
Gregory King’s scheme of social structure and income of
England for 1688

No. of households| Income in pounds

abs. % | per household total %
Aristocracy 186 | | ,| 2590.3 481800 4
Gentry 16 400 ) 315.5 5174 000 )
Merchant and Traders by Sea 10 000 240.0 2 400 000
Persons in Offices and Places 10 000 180.0 1 800 000
Persons in the law 10 000 140.0 1400 000
Clergy-men 10 000 48.0 480 000
4.8 17.7
Persons in Lib. Arts &
Sciences 16 000 60.0 960 000
Naval & Military Officers 9 000 711 640 000
Freeholders 180 000 57.6 10 360 000
Farmers 150 000 44.0 6 600 000
Shopkeepers, Tradesmen, 31.6 48.6
Artisans 100 000 42.0 4200 000
Labouring People,
Qutservants 364 000 15.0 5460 000
Cottagers and Paupers 400 000 3 62.4 5.0 2000000 20.6
Common Seamen and Soldiers 85000 17.5 1 490 000
Vagrants [30 000]* [2.0] 60 000 0.1
Totals 1360 586 100.0 31.9 43505800 100.0

'No. of persons, resp. income per person

3. The Upswing of the 18th Century

Just as the crisis of the late middle ages was followed by the price
revolution of the 16th and early 17th centuries, the crisis of the 17th
century led to a new phase of economic expansion in the 18th. Once
the tensions within the productive sectors of the economy had been
removed, once the balance between population and food supplies had
been restored and the ravages of the wars overcome, a longer period of
giowth could begin. This upswing was reinforced by the process of
industrialization which started in England in the 18th century and
somewhat later on the European Continentand whichresulted in the
largely self-sustained, though still crisis-prone, growth of industrial
capitalism. Periodic food crises, to be sure, continued until the
middle of the 19th century—the last one of the traditional type being
the crisis of 1845-47 which preceded the 1848 Revolution; but the
agricultural revolution gradually began to flatten out the
fluctuations of the harvest cycle. The growth period spread to Central
Europe around the turn of the 18th century. The economies of other
countries followed suit in the 1730s and 1740s.

3.1 Population: From Crisis to Growth

The demographic trend underwent another shift in the 18th century.
The growth which set in at this time ultimately reached its climax in
the population explosion which accompanied the Industrial
Revolution. It lasted until the late 19th century when a different
balance began to emérge which was characterized by declining birth
and mortality rates as well as a smaller demographic surplus.

~All in all, the population growth of the 18th century took place
within quite narrow limits. As can be seen from Table 31, it did not
surpass that of the 16th century. Nor did the divergent growth
patterns change which were characteristic of North and North-
western Europe, on the one hand, and Central, Western and Southern
Europe, on the other, and which we had occasion to observe for the
16th and 17th centuries. This did not prevent some regions, in
particular in East-Central Europe, from developing growth rates
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Table 31:
Index of population change, 1700-1800
1700 1800
Northern and Northern Europe* 100 166
Central, Western and Southern Europe 100 138
Totals 100 144

which outpaced those of England and the southern parts of the
Netherlands. Germany, on the other hand, recovered but slowly from
" the population losses of the Thirty Years’ War. It appears that they
had not been made good even as late as 1700. Wiirttemberg reached its
pre-1618 level only in 1730. Similar figures apply to the Electorate of
__Hésse. Thus, while the population of the western German territories
increased relatively slowly, that of East Elbia grew all the more
rapidly. Between 1748 and 1800 the population of the Prussian core
provinces (i.e. excluding the Prussian possessions in Western
Germany) rose from 100 index points to 161. In France, though she
remained the most populous state of Europe, the size of the
population went up from 100 in 1700 to 134 in 1800. The figures for
Italy are similar: 100 in 1700, rising to 135 in 1800.

Meanwhile the population of the northern parts of the Netherlands
was almost stagnant, growing from 100in 1700in 111 in 1800. But the
country’s southern parts saw an extraordinary expansion from 100in
1700 to 194 a hundred years later. These rates were considerably
higher than those for England and Wales which rose to 157 by 1800.
Broadly speaking, the rate of expansion accelerated not insignifi-
cantly in the second half of the 18th century. To quote but one

example: the English rate shot up from 0.10% to 0.79% per annum.

This must be taken as an indication that demography in the 18th
century is part of a more comprehensive process of change. In this
respect it differed fundamentally from the population growth of the
16th century. :

As far as the causes of the 18th-century expansion are concerned,
everything appears, at first glance, to point to the importance of
falling mortality rates. The plague, having raged in Marseille for the
last ime in 1720, retreated from Europe. The advance of medical
knowledge continued to be small. Nevertheless, inoculation against
small-pox which was pioneered in England in the late 18th century
- was not without effect. Famines became less severe without, however,
disappearing completely. The food crisis of 1771—72 was
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particularly serious in Central Europe. For example, in the Electorate
of Saxony mortality rates doubled in 1772. Until then there had been a
surplus of births over deaths. But now 64,532 more people died than
were born. Yet such crises were no longer able to determine the
broader demographic trend in any decisive way. Mortality rates,
calculated over the century as a whole, were on the decline,
particularly in the second half. Average life expectancy increased.
However, it would be rash to explain the population growth of the
18th century exclusively in terms of falling mortality rates. The
marriage age, as we have seen, had gone up again from the end of the
16th century. It would therefore not be illogical to assume that people
married younger again once the new growth cycle had set in. Indeed
there are a number of examples of this, such as Colyton, Shepshed and
Heuchelheim (see Table 17, p. 63). But large parts of France did not
follow this pattern. Instead, from the middle of the century a further
rise occurred in the average marriage age. Birth control continued to
spread so that in 1778 a French writer felt obliged to speak of ‘dark

“. secrets’ which had reached the countryside. ‘Nature is being outwitted

even in the villages’, he wrote. It would seem plausible that birth
control was a response to a growing population. Above all, it is not
sufficient to explain regional differences in population growth in
terms of economic fluctuations and variations. We must search for
factors which were operative only in the region concerned. Proto-

“ industrialization and the commercialization of large-scale agri-

culture in East-Central Europe were such factors.
Proto-industrialization became one of the most important engines
of population growth. Whereas Silesia had no more than 49
inhabitants per sq. kilometer, the figure for some districts in the
mountainous parts of thatregion was 71-80,rising to 135 inhabitants
per sq. kilometer in zones of concentrated manufacturing. Thus in
the Upper Eichsfeld region southeast of Géttingen, the production of
textiles had spread to the countryside, and in 1792-3 Johann Wolf, in
his Political History of the Eichsfeld, described the situation as
follows: ‘Precisely the opportunity of making a living from weaving
and spinning, has made marriage, on which agriculture and the
absence of anything beyond essential crafts had imposed their limits
in earlier times, very much easier and has filled the countryside with
people.” Wolf’s explanation of these developments was essentially
correct. The marriage age came down and the number of children per
marriage went up. These trends emerge very clearly, especially for the
second half of the 18th century, from a glance at Table 32 and Figure
18 which juxtapose the demography of Shepshed, a st6cking weavers’
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Table 32:
Indices of population change in the villages of Shepshed and
Bottesford in Leicestershire/England, 1700-1824

Shepshed Boutesford

1700/49 1750/1824 [ 1700/49 1750/99
No. of births per female! 3.94 5.53 4.65 4.10
Percentage of surviving
children 66.8 68.6 63.3 70.2
Percentage of children
marrying 85.2 91.8 85.0 87.0
Marrying daughters per
mother? - 1.12 1.74 1.25 1.25
Annual growth rate (%) 0.35 1.74 0.70 0.69
No. of years for population
to double 200.6 40.1 100.0 101.4

IRevised Gross Reproduction Rate (GRR); 2Net Reproduction Rate (NRR)
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-village, with that of Bottesford, a peasant village. It was proto-
industrialization which freed population growth from its traditional
constraints. It thus prepared the way for living conditions which were
to become the dominant pattern- in the phase of capitalist
industrialization. :

In East-Central Europe another factor stimulated population
growth no less than proto-industrialization. This was the
replacement of the Vorwerke. (using serf labour) by self-managed
estates based on wage labour, the beginnings of which can be traced
back to the middle of the 18th century. We have seen how the system of
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agricultural production in the East had come to rely primarily on serf
labour. Only a small force of unattached land labourers and domestic
servants was required under this system. But things began to change

again from the second half of the 18th century, and landlords started

to employ wage labourers in larger numbers for whom a multitude of
small jobs, together with living quarters, had to be created. And once
these had become full-time positions capable of supporting a family,
it is not surprising that the birth rate should rise and the population
grow quite rapidly. The commercialization of the large estates of
East-Central Europe unleashed a population boom.

3.2 Agriculture: Expansion or Revolution?

The upturn on the agricultural markets set in around the 1730s and
1740s. It was only in Central Europe that 1t started as early as the late
17th century, and only to experience a serious setback at the
beginning of. the 18th. Starting from an index position of 100 for
1730-41, grain prices rose to the following figures up by the 1790s:
Germany = 169; Austria = 130; Poland = 123; Northern Italy = 182;
New Castille = 230; France = 150; England = 190; northern parts of
the Netherlands = 200 (see Figure 1, p. 4). Prices for animal products
and manufactured goods did not keep up with those for grain. Higher
grain prices were bound to affect ground rents. Land and rents
became more expensive. The cost of leases for land which had not
been enclosed rose by around- 40-50% in England between 1750 and
1790; they doubled and trebled in France between 1730-39 and

1780-89. Only towards the end of the century was Central Europe .-

affected by a similar boom.
The slowly improving price and cost positions of agriculture

. encouraged the expansion of agricultural production, and not only
©in respect of the acreage taken under the plough, butalso in respect of
' the amount of capital and labour deployed. This expansion reached

its limit when marginal ylelds began to balance out marginal costs

o 'although the pressures of poverty frequently pushed small units, Tun

by a family without wage labour, beyond this limit.

“As in the twoearlier periods of growth in European agriculture the
use and cultivation.of land was extended. Thus the 18th ceritury is the
third great period of agricultural expansion in European economic

history. Reclalmmg work assumed considerable dimensions in

Brandenburg-Prussia where it was supported by the state. The
swampy regions along the rivers Oder and Warthe (Oderbruch and

the Warthebriiche) as well as theé' Havellindische Luch near Berlin
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were drained. Of more immediate benefit to the farmer than these
ambitious undertakings was the reclaiming work done around the
estates and farms by the owners themselves. In Schleswig-Holstein
acreage increased by 20% when parts of the region’s moors and heaths
were taken under the plough. As was reported in 1811: ‘Just as
wastelands were ploughed up and woodlands. which were
economically useless were cleared, trenches were dug in moor-like
fields, on which up to now nothing but miserable reeds had grown
(which, whether green or dried, did not provide good fodder for the
animals); drained of its acids, the soil was made available for the
cultivation of rye.’

Agricultural land in the Breisgau in Southwestern Germany
increased by nearly 74% between 1699 and 1798. The percentage
growth of newly cultivated vineyards and vegetable gardens as well as
of pastures was even larger. In Catalonia, too, agricultural land was
extended, ponds were drained and forests were cleared. The
institution which was to become the Academy of Sciences at
Barcelonaasserted in 1770 that the extension of agricultural land had
continued without interruption since 1720. In the northern parts of
the Netherlands efforts were stepped up after 1765 to reclaim land
through the construction of dykes. The index of reclaimed land rose

from 94.8 in 1740-64 to 168.3 in 1765-89. France went so-far as to
_-introduce a number of,laws in 1761, 1764 and 1766 which promoted ~

an extension of agricultural land by granting taxrelief. However, the
scheme did not have much success. The size of agricultural land
probably increased by much less than 10% between 1730and 1789. Itis
more likely that ‘social tensions’ rose (E. Labrousse) as a result of

these policies because the clearing of woods and wastelands tended to .

impinge upon common rights.

In England the enclosure movementexperienced a veritable boom -

from the middle of the 18th century. Between 1721 and 1750
Parliament passed no more than 100 bills of enclosure. However,
their number wentup to 156, to 424and finally to 6421in the following
* three decades respectively. The movement reached its climax during
the Napoleonic Wars (see Figure 19, which also relates enclosures to
the price of grain). These figures do not include ‘enclosures by
~agreement’ even if these, too, were frequently effected under pressure.
It has been estimated that about half of the land changed hands by
agreement, with the other half being enclosed by Acts of Parliament.
The enclosure of ‘open fields’ did not affect the total amount of
cultivated land. Only where enclosures included- wasteland and
comimon land was this amount pushed up. The motives behind the
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enclosure movement were mainly financial. Income from leases of
enclosed land were on average twice as high. Yields on investments
which were related to enclosure were between 15% and 20%.

For the first time, common land came under pressure also on the
Continent. A policy known as Verkoppelung made considerable
progress in the Duchies of Schleswig and Holstein as well as in the
regions bordering on them. Verkoppelung related to fields and
commons (Koppeln) which were removed from collective use. The
Allgau and the area north of Lake Constance saw an acceleraied
Vereinbdung, i.e. the depopulation of villages and hamlets in

- connection with the creation of larger units and the abolition of

common rights. In other places changes such as these proceeded
much more slowly, however vigorously the authorities and
agricultural experts may have advocated them. What generally
frustrated their efforts was the resistance of those who thought they

~had most to lose. They were usually people from the lower strata of
. the peasantry, but not infrequently also landlords, especially where

[hey owned large flocks of sheep which they sent across the peasants’

- gram “fields after the end of the harvest.

‘The intensification of agricultural production at first developed

_along the lines with which we are already familiar from our analysis

of the 16th century. Grassland was taken under the plough; stock-

-farming gave way to agriculture. The ‘greed for agricultural land’

assumed proportions that shocked many contemporaries; but this
was not even the end of it. This time the rural economy broke out of
he narrow framework of intensification alternating with extensive
'_'grlculture Thenceforth intensification did not merely amount to
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-extending the acreage of the land under cultivation, but it also began
to affect the structures of agricultural production as a whole.

The fallow was the first to catch the attention of those who aimed to
increase the productivity of agriculture. The method was to replace
the three-field-system by what was called the ‘improved three-field-
system’. The triannual rhythm was retained, but the fallow was
planted with summer crops such as peas, beans, sweet peas, clover,
lupins and flax. Potatoes were also grown, though only in limited
quaritities at this time. Western Germany was the region in which the
fallow was vigorously reduced through the introduction of fallow
crops. However, the farther east one moved, the smaller was the
proportion of these crops in relation to the total area under
cultivation. Around 1800 the share of these crops was 14% for the
whole of Germany; but it was 25% in the Schwarzbrache (fallow)
regions. The traditional three-field-system remained the pre-
dominant mode of production in East-Central and Eastern Europe.
Attempts to modify the system in these parts of Europe were few and
far between. Little progress was also made in France. As late as 1840
the fallow comprised 27% of total acreage. To some extent this may be
due to the setbacks which the process of agricultural innovation
suffered during the French Revolution. There were notjust technical
-difficulties preventing a reduction of the fallow. The changes met
with resistance because they were predicated on the abolition of
grazing rights on the fallow which were held by villagers and the
landlords. The new methods ultimately called the entire rural system
of production into question.

To this extent, the introduction of Koppelwirtschaft in Schleswig-
Holstein, Denmark, Mecklenburg and Brandenburg was a much
bigger step forward than the growing of suinmer crops on the fallow.
This type of system had been developed in Schleswig-Holstein as
early as the 16th century. In the 18th century, then, it spread north and
from there further east. The term derives from the practice of turning
cultivated land into pastures. After a number of years in which the
land had been used for grain-growing there followed a period in
which it was left for grazing. Under certain circumstances it was also
left fallow for one or two years. Butas Johann Heinrich von Thunen,
the famous agronomist of the 19th century, noted, Koppelwirtschaft
was economical only in periods of high grain prices, since it was
considerably more intensive than the three-field-system. The 18th
century was such a period. Koppelw:irtschaft began to establish itself
in Mecklenburg towards theend of the 17th century. Butitwasonlya
century later that it had become the dominant system of land

-
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“:cultivation. It then spread to Brandenburg where it became known as -

mirkische Koppelwirtschaft because of the introduction of root crops
into the cycle.

The most intensive form of agriculture, known as crop rotation,

" gained a foothold on the European Continent but very slowly. In line

with Thimen's model—the Thimen Circles—it was to be found -
primarily in the vicinity of large towns. A few estates adopted crop
rotation around the turn of ‘the 19th century, after a variant, the so-
called ‘englische Wirtschaft’ (English System) had proliferated from
.the 1760s onwards. The first beginnings of crop rotation can be traced
to the Netherlands in the 16th century, and here it also.established
itself most widely by comparison with other Continental countries.
In England the transition to crop rotation was completed during the
crisis period of the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Tull,

. Townshend and Coke of Norfolk who were once seen as the inventors

of the new methods were the ones who popularized them in the 18th

century. By the time grain prices began to rise again in the second half
of the century, crop rotation had firmly established itself. There was

-~ hence no danger that forage crops might be restricted again in favour

of grain production. On the contrary, the enclosure movement which

- accelerated under the impact of the agricultural boom-created-the
~ . preconditions for the use of crop rotation even in those areas where
- the fragmentation of the land had prevented its introduction until
. then. Thus enclosure contributed not merely toan extension of arable
-+land, but also to an intensification of agricultural production.

:. The gap between England and the Netherlands, on the one hand,

' and the rest of the Continent, on the other, is very clearly reflected in

the ratios between seeds and yields for grain. The figures in Table 3
(see above p. 22) show that the ratios were around 1:10 in the
‘Netherlands and 1:7.5-8 in England. In France they were 1:6 and a
mere 1:4.9 in Germany. The figure for Schleswig-Holstein was 1:6.5,
which provides an indication of the progress made there when
Koppelwirtschaft was introduced.

. Stock-farming in the 18th century, not unlike that of the 16th, was
very much in the shadow of the booming grain trade. Prices for
animal products lagged behind those for cereals. Regional exceptions
apart, stock-farming was put in the service of agriculture. In Prussia
animal products amounted to no more than 24% of the total cash
value of agricultural production as a whole. However, some of the
evelopments which took place inagriculture were also to the benefit
‘of-animal husbandry. The transition to the improved three-field-
system, to Koppelwirtschaft and to crop rotation provided increased
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quantities of forage. Thus the notion of round-the-year indoor
feeding was no longer a remote possibility. Indeed it was already
being practised in some areas. In England there was also a greater
emphasis on systematic breeding. The number of animals increased,
and this in turn had a beneficial effect on agriculture which could not
contemplate a marked increase in production without the availability
of additional manure. ‘Progress has the smell of manure’ was
therefore a very apposite contemporary saying.

Production relationships in the 18th century moved along the
tracks which had been laid by developments of the two previous
centuries. England approached the completion of a rural society
differentiated into landlords, lease-holders and land labourers. By the
end of the 18th century, peasants owned no more than about 15% of
the land used for agricultural production. This decline, as we have
seen, 1s closely linked with the crisis of the 17th century. The
enclosures of the second half of the 18th century do notappear to have
been of major importance anymore as far as'the disappearance of the
peasantry is concerned. Rather they represented the terminal pointin
a process of erosion which had gone on for a long time before. The
rest of the agricultural land, 1.e. about 85%, was in the hands of lease-
holders. But also the number of small lease-holders decreased in
parallel with the decline of the peasantry. We have figures for a
number of estates which show that farms of between 21 and 100 acres
diminished by half, whereas those of over 100 acres saw an increase
(see Table 83). This development was in the interest of the landlords
who desired a consolidation of their estates, as only large farms could
be run efficiently. The cottagers and squatters, on the other hand,
were demoted to the position of pure wage labourers who were forced
to seek employment with the léase-holders. Another alternative was
to make a living in the cottage industries although this choice was not
always available. Common lands and wastelands had disappeared

Table 33:
Changes in the size of farms in the Bagot Estates
(Staffordshire), 1724—17_61_1

Farms of 21-100 acres Farms of more than 100 acres
Year : :
.No.. . . Av. acreage ~ No. Av. acreage
1724 49 - 46 16 135
1744 31 - ‘54 21 . 173
1764 24 .55 . _ 23 -189
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: with.the enclosure movement, and an essential source of maintenance
had thus been destroyed. As the Hammonds put it succinctly, ‘before
the enclosure the cottager was a labourer with 1land; after the
_enclosure he was a labourer without land’.

While the seigneurial structures survived in Germany west of the
River Elbe, they were increasingly challenged in France. On the eve of

-the Revolution and with marked regional variations, only just over
one third of the cultivated land was held by peasants, as against 90% in
West Elbian Germany. Of the rest, the nobility owned about 20-25%,
the Church 6-10% and the bourgeoisie 30%. This land was also
worked by the peasants, the difference being that he was not the
tenant. In most cases the French peasant wasan ‘occupant’,as well as

~ alease-helder, with both legal arrangements frequently being caught
up in an impenetrable tangle. The expropriations which had begun
to hit the péasantry assumed a new quality in the 1740s, when the
seigneuries became ‘modernized’ (E. Le Roy Ladurie). Whereas the

peasants were more or less successful in defending their ‘occupancy’
of the land against outside attempts to take it away from them, the
landloids also tried to enlarge their estates mainly at the expense of
the common land. Thus common lands were carved up, forests were
closed and grazing rights suspended. Production on the estates
became more rationalized, also in the sense that the landlords tended
to rely on the gros fermiers. The latter in turn usually leased the land
to the peasants, thus interposing themselves between the landlords
and the mass of the peasants. They were, as E. Le Roy Ladurie has put
it,. ‘agents of seigneurial repression and capitalist modernization’ at

. the same time. It seems that France was about to take the same route as

England. However, it should not be overlooked that the transition to

leasing was a stimulus to a modernization of the system of

-agricultural production only in a very limited sense. Rentswereoften

combined with contributions which were typically feudal. Lease-

holders did not pay in cash, but made payments in kind, in particular
in the form of métayage. Leasing became an instrument for pushing

- up the rate of exploitation of the peasant masses. Thus about 20% of

the income was siphoned off in cash payments, whereas by and large

some of the net yield had to be handed over as paymentsin kind. For
this reason alone the system was unable to function as a pace-maker

r the transformation of agricultural production.

:In East-Central and Eastern Europe the Vorwerk economy surv1ved

beyond the 18th century. But the labour relations on which it was

ased were slowly modified and called into question. The transition
to new forms of land cultivation increased the demand for workers on
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the large estates beyond the capacity of the traditional system of serf
labour. It became necessary to supplement serfs with wage labourers.
Ultimately the latter came to replace the former, as the landlords,
having begun to manage their estates themselves, did not want to
demand further labour services which would threaten the viability of
the peasant economy. These developments made the emergence of an
agrarian capitalism unavoidable. How far this new system had
advanced in some areas may be gauged from the case of the
Boitzenburg Lordship which is situated on the northern fringe of the
Brandenburg Mark (see Table 34).

Table 34: :
Estates of the Lordship of ‘Boitzenburg (Brandenburg),
ca. 1800
No. of No. of Size of
Size of La_n(l cul- villages | Peas. and land
arable -tl\'aled provid. small- | worked by
land! in 1799! serf lab holders serfs!
4 estates with .
serf and wage
lab. 8129.2 | ca. 3417 9 156 ps 1908
. 6 sm :
9 estates with
wage lab.,
only 5847.6 | ca. 3 800> - - -
156 ps -
1908
13976.8 | ca. 7 217 9 6 sm 90

'In Magdeburg Morgen; ?Probably much less.

These four demesnes were worked partly by serfs who provided
some 55.8% of the labour and partly by wage labourers. Another nine
demesnes relied exclusively on wage labour. If all thirteen are taken
together, three-quarters of the land in the district were worked by
wage labourers and no more than one quarter by serfs. Nevertheless,
the conservative forces prevailed. The growth potential of the older
system had not yet been exhausted. Nor were the landlords prepared
to abolish serfdom. Yet the negative effects of these attitudes on the
system of agricultural production and on the domestic market
became more and more obvious. This is why the authorities were
under some pressure to reform the Vorwerk system. Thus the
Prussian minister Friedrich Leopold von Schroetter wrote in 1802:
‘Serfdom and true industry are clear contradictions. Serfdom does not
exist in any country or province in which agriculture and
manufacturing prosper. Wherever it does exist, creative and
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_.__fm'anufacturing industriousness is really being smothered.’ Yet for the
time being the Prussian authorities merely decided to introduce some

reforms on the royal demesnes. From 1799, serfdom was replaced by

payments in cash; the legal rights of peasants were improved, though

not in all districts. Joseph II did away with serfdom in the Habsburg

Empire through his decree of 1789. This decree went well beyond the
Prussian solution because it affected the land ownership of the

nobility at large and not just his own estates. The abolition of
serfdom had first got underway on the royal demesnes in the mid-

1770s. However, the decree of 1789 was rescinded immediately after

the untimely death of the Emperor. Finally, there is the Polish case.

On 7 May 1794 a famous decree was issued in Pofaniec during the

KoSciuszko Uprising. It granted personal freedom to the Polish

peasants, but left the Vorwerk economy and its labour system
untouched.

- The emergence of an agricultural capitalism and government
efforts to reform the traditional relationship between peasants and
landlords notwithstanding, trends even within the larger countries of:'
Fast-Central and Southern Europe did not all point in the same:
direction. In Poland serfs were being replaced by wage labour on a

~ large scale on the latifundia. But the lesser nobility did not

participate in this development; indeed they relied even more heavily
on serf labour. Mecklenburg and Russia deviated most from the
general pattern, though they moved towards opposite extremes.
When the Mecklenburg landowners introduced Koppelwirtschaft on
their Vorwerke, they reallocated peasant holdings on a large scale.
Above all, they pushed the peasants off the land. Clearly the
fragmentation of the land into Vorwerk fields interspersed with
peasant holdings impeded the creation of Koppeln. Nor were the
landlords as dependent on serf labour as before once more wage
labourers became available. Hence the equilibrium of the Vorwerk

.. economy was no longer put in jeopardy as a result of the removal of

the peasants. By the turnof the century, thedecline of the peasantry in

* Mecklenburg reached its nadir. In 1719 the number of peasant

holdings in the manorial villages of the Stargard district was 319;
some eighty years later, in 1801, no more than 140 were left.
.Meanwhile the expansion of Russian agriculture occurred
exclusively within the framework of serfdom. Rising grain prices
induced the nobility to extend their estates and to give preference to
barshchina (serf labour) rather than to obrok (rent). At first grain
exports to Western Europe, which began to gain major importance in
the second half of the 18th century, were of little significance in this
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Table 35: '
Forms of feudal obligations by region in Russia,
1765/67-1858 (%)

S(:rf labour . R(*n.l

1765/67 1858 | 1765/67 1858
Northwestern Russia 66.2 66.5 33.8 33.5
Smolensk district 66.5 73.0 33.5 27.0
Central non-Black Soil region 40.8 32,5 59.2 67.5
Central Black Soil region 75.0 72.7 25.0 27.3
Middle Volga region 66.2 77.2 438 1228
Totals 54.7 56.6 453 43.4

respect. These exports came from Livonia, Lithuania, Bielorussia
" and the Ukraine west of the River Dniepr. At the same time Russia
tightened the laws relating to serf labour. Serfdom assumed forms
which were without parallel in East-Central Europe. The expansion
of - Russian agriculture was preceded by the emergence of an
interregional division of labour. The seigneurial economy became

concentrated in the Black Earth regions in the South East. Theother, -

less fertile areas of Western Russia, on the other hand, turned to the
production of manufactured goods. Accordingly, rents prevailed in
these parts of Russia, whereas labour dues were typical of the Black
Earth regions (see Table 35). A similar division can be observed in
East-Central Europe: the Vorwerk economy dominated in the fertile

plains; manufacturing, by contrast, was taken up in the more.

mountainous regions where the restrictions were fewer.
Allin all, notonly the feudal system, but also the collectivism of the
village community were fast becoming the decisive impediments to a

further expansion of the productive potential of agriculture on the

European Continent. Major changes could only be expected to come,
if this system was turned upside down. Such an upheaval was a
prerequisite of an agricultural revolution on the Continent of the
kind which had meanwhile begun in England. The upswing of
agriculture, it is true, unleashed a number of developments which
changed the system production; but at the same time there were other
tendencies which worked in a retrograde direction. Many feudal lords
continued to believe that they could participate in the blessings of the
“agricultural boom only if they maintained and even strengthened the
.‘ltradi[ional mechanisms of economic exploitation. The peasants,and
iin particular the lower strata of the peasantry, tenaciously clung to
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.the village community and its economic rights. Both currents
‘combined to block the evolution of the agricultural system.

3.3 Towards Industrial Capitalism

- At the beginning of the 18th century manufacturing and trade found

itself in a situation which was different from that of agriculture. A
number' of countries, especially in East-Central and Southern
Europe, had been struck by severe structural crises in the previous
century. These crises continued in the 18th century, even if there were
sporadic improvements. The remaining countries had experienced a
drop in prices for manufactured goods; but the results of this had been
positive, especially in England, as the path towards industrialization
in a capitalist framework was, to some extent, cleared by these
developments.

~ The state, in responding to these crisis phenomena, had begun -as
early as the 17th century to protect the domestic market from foreign
competition by erecting high tariff walls; it had also moved to
support the merchant capitalists in their struggle for foreign markets
and, especially in the countries of the European Continent, to
introducé measures designed to further manufacturing and trade at
home. These policies remained unchanged. The state saw it as its
special task to make improvements to the country’s infrastructure,
and _the road networks of today therefore go back to the 18th century.
In 1747 the French founded the Ecele des Ponts et des Chaussées
which stimulated the development of new techniques for the
building of roads capable of coping .with the heavier. traffic
requirements of the time. The French network expanded rapidly and
became a model which was much admired in the rest of Europe. Other
countries were also very active in this field. And it was not just roads
that were being built. Europe was seized by a veritable canal-building
fever. In France and in the northern parts of the Netherlands the
beginnings of this building activity go back to the 17th century.

. Canal-building in Prussia reached its peak during the reign of

Frederick II (Frederick the Great). Eighteenth-century England came
to be the land of canals. The country’scanal age became a precursor of
therailwayage. Thefirst wave of canal-building in England occurred
in the 1760s and early 1770s, followed by a second wave in the 1780s
and above all the early 1790s. The boom was triggered off in the years
1759-61 when the Duke of Bridgewater constructed a canal between
Manchester and the collieries at Worsley. In the same way, most other
canals in England were used primarily for transporting coal. Where
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England differed from the Continent was that her canal-building was
privately financed. The same is true of road maintenance.
" Mercantilist policies on the European Continent did not confine
themselves to improving the general infrastructure of the economy;
the state also intervened directly, even if the forms of intervention
varied greatly. Mercantilism, as Alexander Gerschenkron has put it,
was ‘a function of the degree of economic backwardness of the
countries concerned’. The aim of mercantilist interventionism was to
buttress the foreign trade position of a particular country by
promoting the development of the domestic economy. The hope was
to catch up with the leading economic powers of Northwestern
Europe. Mercantilism therefore differed from country to country and
depended on the degree of relative backwardness. At the one end of the
spectrum was Russia where the state was ubiquitous. There workers
and entrepreneurs were virtually created by decree and the population
was subjected to policies which aimed to increase the power of the
state with the help of economic development. The establishment of
Manufakturen (manufactures) became a special concern of state
economic policy on the Continent. These centralized enterprises
were, in the view of the governments concerned, particularly worthy
of support. It seemed that with the help of such Manufakturen it
became possible to reach the production levels of more developed
rival nations in one step, as it were, by skipping the intermediate
stages of Kaufsysterm and putting-out system which have been discus-
sed above (see p. 36). A host of separate measures was taken to promote
these enterprises: workers and entrepreneurs were recruited from
other countries; direct or indirect subsidies were paid by the Treasury;
trade privileges and sales monopolies were granted. The success of
these policies was limited. There was something artificial about
many Manufakturen, -especially if they had been established as
prestige objects by some sovereign and were hence built up without
much regard for market demand. In this case, they remained
dependent on state subsidies. Other enterprises may have prospered at
first. But as soon as they lost their privileges and monopoly rights,
they were frequently pushed to the wall by their competitors and
forced to close down. And in those places where the old feudal order
was still more or less intact, government attempts to promote
manufacturing tended. to be frustrated from the start.

Growing demand both athome and abroad was a prerequisite ofan
expansion of industrial production. Population growth resulted in a
.growth of demand for items of mass consumption. However, there
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face of rising food prices. On the other hand, price rises for food raised
agricultural incomes and this, in turn, raised the demand for
manufactured goods. It also seems that there was an increased
demand from among the urban middle classes. Still more important
was another development: the number of households which were
dependent on the market increased very rapidly, once the
commercialization of agriculture had set in and proto-industries as
well as large cities proliferated. There was a gradual decline in the
number of households which were removed from the existing market
structures. The domestic market widened. Nor was it without
significance that the impact of the traditional underconsumption
crises in the manufacturing sector lost some of its force once
agricultural productivity and technology had been improved and the
recurrent supply crises had become less devastating than in the past.

The role played by foreign demand in economic growth differed'
from country to country. In England it assumed considerable
importance, but must be seen in conjunction with a steadily growing
domestic demand. England succeeded in gaining control of the sea, in
ousting her competitors from the underdeveloped and colonial
markets and in expanding her position on the world market to one of
virtual monopoly. From the middle of the 17th century English
merchant capitalists had no scruples to employ war as a means of
politics. Their aim was to extend their economic activities for the
purpose of capital accumulation in their struggle with their foreign
rivals. Trade wars and accumulation entered into a close symbiotic
relationship. In the 17th century Holland had been England’s main
enemy. France assumed that role from the end of that century. As a
result of her struggle with France during the Spanish War of
Succession (1701-1713/4), England succeeded in gaining hold of the
asiento, the monopoly of the slave trade with Spanish-America,
which had been held by the French Guinea Company since 1701. She
had also gained access to the Portuguese and Brazilian markets as
early as 1703 in the Treaty of Methuen. The Austrian War of
Succession (1740-1748) and the Seven Years War (1756-1763) sealed
the triumph of England over the French monarchy. The capacity of
the French fleet in 1786-7 was estimated to be about 729,340 tons;
England’s was 1,055,000 tons in 1788. This meant thatithad notonly
grown three-fold since 1686, but was also 42% larger than that of
France.

The outlines of an asymmetrically organized world market had
first emerged in the 17th century and now, in the 18th century, its
contours were thrown into sharper relief. A capitalist world system
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came ‘into existence which was based on the subjection of -the
peripheral regions of the globe to the production requirements of the
metropolitan countries. In the 18th century its centre of gravity
finally shifted towards England. France secured the second place for
herself, while Holland fell back to the third rank. Spain and Portugal
were able to hold on to their colonial empires; but their economic

- exploitation of these areas was increasingly organized by English and
French merchant capitalists. There were indications of a reversal of
this process in the second half of the 18th century, but these tendencies
failed to assert themselves. :

The economy of the Atlantic region, whose structures were
determined by the triangular trade between Europe, West Africa and
the plantations in the Americas, grew in the 18th century to become
the most dynamic region of the world economy. Europe supplied the
finished goods, Africa furnished the slaves and the Americas sent
precious metals, raw materials and colonial produce. It was to be of
great significance that the slave plantations of the West Indies and,
from the 1790s, those of the American South, became the suppliers of
Taw cotton to the English textile industry. The slave trade was the
vital element in this triangular system. It provided the urgently
required workforce for the labour-intensive plantation economy.
This is why Malachy Postlethwayt has called the slave trade ‘the first

" . principle and foundation of all the rest, the mainspring of the

machine which sets every wheel in motion’. Accordingly there was a
further rise in the number of slaves shipped across the Atlantic (see
Table 22, p. 81 and Figure 15, p. 80). The trade reached its absolute
maximum between 1781 and 1790 when some 88,600 slaves were
" exported per annum. Between 1700 and 1810 about 6.4 million
Africans were imported as slaves to the Americas. In the 1730s,
England succeeded Portugal as the leading slave-trading nation.

‘Between 1761 and 1810.about 43.3% of the trade was English;-

Portugal’s and France’s share was 28.2% and 15.9% respectively. the
remaining 12.6% were divided between North America, Holland and
Denmark at 7.9%, 3.1% and 1.6% respectively. Liverpool and Nantes
were the centres of the Western European slave trade, and the profits
were sizeable. It has been estimated that, as far as England is
--___concerned, they averéged around 9.5% between 1761 and 1807.
However, there-were sharp fluctuations, as the slave trade involved
great risks. The Hawke, a slave-ship from Liverpool, for example,
made a net profit of 73.6% on her first voyage in 1779-80. In the
following year she made a second journey in the course of which she
seized the Jeune Emilia. Net profits this time were 147.1%. But the
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: Table 36: _
Outlays, insets and profits of the Liverpudlian slave trader
William Davenport, 1757-1784

Outlays Net insets Profits Profit rate .
(in pounds) (in pounds) (in pounds) (%)
1757/67 54 066 55383 1317 2.4 %
1768/75 231 856 248 689 16 833 7.3 %
1776/84 - 76 033 96 807 20774 27.3 %!
Totals 361955 400 879 | 38924 10.8 %

'Without the “Hawke’: 12.6%.

third journey which she staited in December 1781 ended in a write-off:
the Hawke became herself the victim of French pirates. This disaster
notwithstanding, the ship still netted her owners a profit of £13,841,
the equivalent of a profit rate of 66.4%. Such a performance was
exceptional in every respect. The profit rate of the Liverpool slave-
trader William Davenport and his associates, who also operated the
Hawke, amounted to 10.8% for some 74 transactions in which they
engaged between 1757 and 1784 (see Table 36). If the speed with which
his firm’s capital was turned over is taken into consideration, the
profit rate was 8.1%. However, these figures mask considerable
fluctuations from one year to the next.

"As the 18th century wore on, there occurred a gradual shift in the
‘balance and direction of the Atlantic trading links. In the case of
England, direct trade with North America gained ground vis-a-vis the
traditional exchange with the triangle. Imports to England from the
West Indies were over three times higher than those from North
America in the last decade of the 18th century. Exports to the West
Indies, on the other hand, slowly fell back in comparison with those
to North America. By 1791-1800 exports to the North exceeded those
to the Caribbean by 71%. North America came to be the biggest
overseas export market for English goods. In this respect it made little
difference that the 13 American colonies had declared their -
independence from the Empire in 1776.

The enormous expansion of American silver mining and of
Brazilian goods production gave a fillip to Spain’s and Portugal’s -
trade with their American colonies. At first this trade was of no more

-than limited benefit for the two mother-countries. The Western

European merchant capitalists were the ones to profit from it in the
first place. They were in a better position to satisfy demand ini Central
and South America for manufactured goods. Between:1698-1702 and
1756-60 English exports to Portugal (from where they were re- -
exported to Brazil) rose by 266%. The upswing of the Brazilian
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economy and above all the booming gold business played a key role in
this impressive growth. Brazilian gold triggered an expansion of
Anglo-Portuguese trade. It acted almost like a magnet for English
merchants with their manufactured goods. Since wine was essentially
Portugal’s only exportitem, her imports from England had to be paid
for in gold. This also explains why the expansion of Anglo-
Portuguese trade came to an abrupt end in the 1760s when Brazilian
gold production was struck by a crisis (see Figure 20). Spain,
on the other hand, remained the domain of French merchants up to
the 1760s.

Figure 20:
Quinquennial averages of Anglo-
Portuguese trade, 1701/05-1796/1800
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A new development began in the second half of the 18th century.
From 1780, Portuguese overseas trade experienced a revival. In the
meantime there had emerged a number of industries which exploited
the drastic reduction in imports from England in the wake of the
decline of Brazilian gold production. These industries were now able
to profit from the renewed upswing. In 1796 some 45.1% of exports
" from Portugal to Brazil had been produced at home. The share of
domestic industries in terms of totalexports was 24.5%; thatof foreign
manufacturers amounted to 38.5%. Having taken Seville’s place in the
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trade monopoly with Spanish-America, the monopoly was
successively demolished from 1765; all Spanish ports became freely
accessible to traders from 1765. The amount of commercial traffic
trebled between 1778 and 1788. The extraordinarily vigorous
expansion of Spanish-American silver production, which rose by
about 179% between 1701-20 and 1781-1800, provided the decisive
impetus for this traffic. A growing percentage of the goods which
were shipped from Spanish ports to the American colonies,
originated in Spain herself. In 1784 the share was 45%, rising to 50%

.five years later. Thanks to the trade with the colonies the

accumulation of merchant capital also advanced in Barcelona.
Economically speaking, Catalonia rose to become the leading
province of the Spanish monarchy. It was only the wars at the turn of
the 19th century which cut off these developments. Spanish-America
as well as Portuguese-America fell prey to English merchant
capitalism. Portugal became dependent on England once more.

Up to this point, Asia had remained a region ‘external’ (Immanuel
Wallerstein) to the emerging capitalist world system. For the large-
scale agrarian societies of Asia trade with Europe had no more thana
marginal significance. Enclaves engaged in the export business
developed around the factories established by European trading
companies. The vast hinterlands of the Asian continent remained
virtually untouched by their activities. It was only when colonization
began that the decisive step was taken to incorporate Asia into the
capitalist world economy. The Dutch were the first to proceed in this
direction in Indonesia from the end of the 17th century. The English
followed suit from the middle of the 18th century when they
established themselves in India, with the Anglo-French conflict
providing a welcome pretext for this move. The Dutch East India
Company promoted the establishment of its territorial dominance
over Indonesia in the hope of gaining control of the areas in which its
commodities for export to Europe were grown. The territorial
expansion of England in India must also be seen in this context. The,
main objectives of the two countries were to secure and to extend the
supply markets for goods which formed the basis of the trade both
inside Asia and with Europe. Thus the English merchants who had
established themselveg in India in the wake of the East India
Company promoted the occupation of the Gujarat in Western India
in order to obtain a hold over the cotton production of this province.

As before Europe’s balance of trade with Asia-remained in deficit
throughout the 18th century. However, there was a marked
improvemient in the import-export ratio in Europe’s favour.
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Table 37:
Values of English exports to India and China,
1719/62-1763/1806 (annual averages)

1719/62 1763/1806

£ % £ %
Silver 526 291 71.9 342 574 27.4 -
Goods 205792 28.1 905 643 72.6
Totals 732083 100.0 | 1248217 100.0

Gradually the markets of Asia were being opened up to textiles and

metal goods from Europe. As is demonstrated by Table 37, silver

exports to Asia declined, while exports of manufactured goods
increased. Moreover England moved into the inner-Asian trade, and,
by gaining a monopoly position in this so-called ‘country-trade’,
English merchants also succeeded in financing their exports to
Europe in part with the profits made inside Asia and hence to some
extent at Asia’s ‘expense’. The exploitation of the Bengal had similar
results. It has been calculated that, asa consequence of these praétices,
England between 1757 and 1780 received annual exports from India
worth £1.6 million which were not offset by English exports to India,
be it in silver or in the form of goods.

Finally there was also a change in the composition of Asian
imports to Europe. Between 1698-1700 and 1778-80 the share of tea
and coffee in relation to the total turnover of the Dutch East India
Company at Amsterdam rose from 4.1% to 22.9%; the share of textiles
and textile fibres, on the other hand, fell from 43.4% to 32.7% (see
Table 24, p. 83). This shift emerges even more clearly if one looks at
the types of goods imported from Asia to England. Although textile
imports continued to rise absolutely, the percentages experienced a
decline. In 1699-1701 textiles and textile fibres had made up 70.3% of
all Asian imports into England; by 1772-74 the figure had slumped to
48.1%. Meanwhile the spice trade droppéd in both absolute and
relative terms. The share which had once been 15.4% was a mere 3.8%
by the 1770s. Instead tea, which became something of a national
‘beverage in England in this period, was imported in.growing
quantities! Its share of Asian imports shot up from 1.1% to 44.0%. The
‘phenomenal success of the tea trade led to a shift in the balance of
commerce within Asia. India declined in importance, at least for the
time being. On the other hand, China moved up as a supplier of tea.
Ships from Europe crowded the docks of the city of Canton, the only
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port which the Chinese authorities had opened to foreigners (see
Figure 21). And here, too, just like in India the English East India

‘Company squeezed out all its rivals. In 1792-98 it dealt with 69.8% of

all exports which left Canton for Europe.
The underdeveloped and colonial world asa whole was of growing
significance to Europe in several ways. To begin with, it was an

' Table 38: :
Values of English re-exports, 1699/1701 and 1772/74
(000s of pounds sterling)

Re-exports (according to countries of origin)! Imports
Manuf. Food- Raw Totals (totals)
products stuffs ! materials % %
1699/1701 .
Europe 302 100 232 634 319 68.2
America - 732 47 779 39.2 18.9
Asia ’ 444 - 109 20 573 289 129
Totals 746 941 299 1986 | 100.0 100.0
1772/74
Europe 390 330 454 1174 20.2 47.4
America - 2735 210 2935 50.6 1375
Asia 1172 477 50 1699 29.2 " 1151
Totals . 1562 3542 714 5818 | 100.0 100.0

1Calculated from share of imports
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Table 39:
Structure of England’s foreign trade, 1699/1701-1772/74 (%)

Asia, Afr.,
America

1699/1701 1772/74|1699/1701 1772/74|1699/1701 1772/74

Europe Totals

Exports

Woollen 43.2. 18.2 43 8.5 47.5 26.7
manuf.

Other ' '

manuf. 3.5 6.2 4.8 21.2 8.4 27.4
Foodstuffs 6.7 2,7 7.6 3.7 09 1,0
Raw :

materials 53 4.7 0.3 0.4 5.6 5.1
Totals 58.7 - 318 10.3 31.1 69.1 62.9 -
Re-exports 259 30.5 5.0 6.6 309 - 371
Exports &

re-exports 84.6 62.3 153 37.7 100.0 100.0
Impbrlé '

Manuf. 22.1 10.7 9.5 6.2 31.7 16.9
Foodstuffs 15.5 12.0 18.1 38.9 33.6 50.9
Raw '

materials 30.5 24.7 4.3 75 | 347 32.2
Totals 68.1 " 47.4 31.9 52.6 100.0 100.0

exporter of goods. In 1699-1701 some 31.9% of imports into England
originated in America and Asia; by 1772-74 the figure had risen to
52.6% (see Table 89 and, for France, Table 40). Initially these imports
were less important as such than as items to be re-exported by the
commercial metropoles of Europe. In 1772-74 some 79.8%of English
re-exports were of American or Asian origin, an 11.7% increase over
the 1699-1701 figure (see Table 38). Profits from this trade (and the
finishing business related to it) were extraordinarily high. In 1772-74
the re-export value of sugar, tobacco and coffee was 91%, 97.8% and
106.7% respectively above the import value. The re-export trade
created dense networks, and via the respective entrepéts not only
America and Asia were linked with Europe, buta connectien wasalso
established, albeit in one direction only, between Asia and America.
These networks and the credit institutions supporting them fulfilled
several functions and could -also be mobilized at any time for the
export trade of goods produced in England. As can be seenfrom Table
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38, America’s weight increased in comparison with Asia’s in the
course of the 18th century. The Asian share of imports earmarked for
re-export began to stagnate; America’s share, on the otherhand, sawa

- “marked rise,

Secondly, the underdeveloped and colonial world became a

~'recepticle for European exports, even if it assumed this role for the

European metropoles but gradually. In 1699-1701 a mere 15% of all-

-+ English goods produced for export went to Asia and America; by
» 1772-74 the figure had gone up to 49.7%. The Americas, and North
. America in particular, were far more important than Asia as buyers of
-+English export goods. Thus in 1699-1701 some 12.2% of all goods
" produced in England for export were shipped across the Atlantic, as
-against 2.8% which were sent to Asia; by 1772-74 America’s share of
-42.4% was way above the 7.3% for Asia. Indeed, this was the time when
¢ the Atlantic trade became the engine of growth in the European
“economy. As will be shown in a moment, the linen industries of

‘Western, Central and East-Central Europe became the appendices of
the trans-Atlantic connection.
Thirdly, the underdeveloped and colonial world promoted capital

“accumulation in Europe. It made a major contribution to this
i process, given the relations of unequal exchange which had
traditionally existed between Europe and the non-European
~-periphery as well as the enormous profits to be made through re-

exports, slaves, the Asian ‘country trade’ and last, but not least,

- ‘through plain plunder and looting, of which the exploitation of the
. Bengal is'a good example. The surpluses which were not consumed
- in the metropolitan countries opened up fresh possibilities of

reinvestment so that the exchange cycle continued on an even larger
scale than before.
We have seen that the beginnings of this capitalist world system

““went back to the 16th century and that Europe remained its centre of
- gravity in the 18th. It was during this latter century that regions
-became incorporatéd which had hitherto been outside the system and

that the system itself assumed greater inner cohesion. Europe’s

" merchant capitalists built up a network which spread around the
-globe. The non-European world became part of a system of exchange
.-whose rules were determined in the commercial capitals of Europe.
~The most important of these rules were: discrimination, an unequal
--division of labour orientated towards the imperial requirements of
" the metropoles and, in many cases, unashamed exploitation. The
: 'subjugation of the periphery to the needs of the European centre was
" not withoutsignificance as regards the revolutionary change that was
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to affect the manufacturing base of Europe. For the underdeveloped
‘and colonial countries, on the other hand, European practices spelt
stagnation and retrogression. This political economy of dependency
experienced further solidification once the process of capitalist
industrialization had set in. At this pointitentered a new stage which
was to determine the subsequent relations between the European
centre and the non-European periphery.

The growth of Europe’s foreign trade provides a gauge for the
dynamism with which the capitalist world system unfolded itself.
Thus England’s foreign trade expanded but slowly in the first half of
the 18th century. Its average annual growth rate between 1700 and
1745 was 0.5%. However, once the crisis which the American War of
Independence had unleashed had subsided, the annual rate, which
had been 2.8% between 1745 and 1771, jumped to an unprecedented
4.9% in 1779-1809 (see Figure 22). It is significant that re-exports
continued. to rise, but they ceased to be the crucial element in the
dynamic economic process (see Table 39). Their role was taken over
by the proliferating exports of goods manufactured in England (with
the exception of woollen cloths). The phenomenal rise of the export
trade was primarily due to a growing demand in the non-European
.world, above all in North America, even if by this time the latter
region is no longer to be counted as part of the periphery. The

Figure 22:
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mportance of the North Atlantic route emerges from the following
set of figures: in 1699-1701 a mere 16.4% of English manufactured
* goods earmarked for export went across to America; by 1772-74 it was
. 55%. England’s foreign trade entered into a new phase, once demand
for her home-produced goods rose rapidly, especially in North
" America. '
French foreign trade expanded even more vigorously than that of
England. It grew three-fold between 1716-20 and 1784-88, as
compared to a 2.4-fold growth of English foreign trade. On the other
" hand, it must be remembered that the respective patterns were
reversed: unlike England’s, France’s average annual growth rates
were as high as 4.1% in 1716-48, but decreased to 1.0% between 1749 .
and 1778, rising again only slightly to 1.4% from 1779. French links
with the underdeveloped and colonial world were strengthened in the
.18th century, especially after 1750. In fact M. Morineau has spoken of
a ‘colonialization’ of France’s foreign trade. By 1787 some 30.3% of her
foreign trade was conducted with these regions, a marked rise on the
1716 figure of 17.1%. The corresponding figures for England were
23.3% in 1699-1701 and 44.4% in 1772-74. The nominal increase of
trade with the French possessions in the Caribbean was 1350% between
1716-20 and 1787-89. And Table 40 demonstrates that French re-
exports can stand comparison with those of England. Nevertheless, a
decisive difference strikes the eye: on the eve of the'Revolution, French
. foreign trade had reached a stage which England had long left behind
her. In 1787 only some 34.2% of France’s exports were in
manufactured goods; in England these goods amounted te 54.2% as
early as 1772-74. The reasons for this lag are to be found in the severe
_“setbacks which France’s ancient textile industries had experienced on
- the Southern European markets in the 1760s. Textile exports declined
.in relative terms, and it was only thanks to the colonial trade that they -
were able to maintain their absolute position within France’s foreign'
trade structure in comparison to the base-line of 1750, when tex[ile;_
- exports were 40.2% of total .exports. V
_ ‘Holland’s foreign trade went into decline from the 1740s onwards.
" Her 17th-century role as the warehouse of the world had largely come -
to an end. In the Central European region, Hamburg emerged as a,
serious rival of Amsterdam. For Hamburg’s merchants the Seven
~ Years’ War of 1756-1763 meant the beginning of a period of great
~ prosperity. The number of ships docking at Hamburg and the size of
the city’s merchant navy grew by leaps and bounds in the 1780s and
= 1790s. In 1780, some 2,084 vessels dropped anchor in the port of
Hamburg. A considerable portion of English, French, Dutch and
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Table 40:
Structure of France’s foreign trade, 1716-1787 (%)
Asia, Afr. .
) . ) ! als
Europe America Totals
1716 1787 1716 1787 1716 1787
Exports
Textiles 27.1 16.9 2.6 7.3 29.7 24.1
Other
manuf.
goods 5.6 6.5 1.4 3.5 7.1 - 10.1
Foodstulfs 30.0 17.4 3.0 6.2 33.0 23.6
Raw materials 4.5 4.6 2.0 1.7 5.2 6.3
Misc. 6.0 2.2 - 0.5 7.2 2.7
Totals 73.2 47.6 9.0 19.2 82.2 66.8
- Re-exports 17.8 32.8 - 0.4 17.8 33.2
Exports &
Re-exports 91.0 80.4 9.0 19.6 100.0 100.0
Imports
Manuf.
goods 12.6 15.1 _ 3.8 4.5 16.4 19.6
Foodstuffs 19.5 13.2 - 0.1 19.5 133
Raw
materials 21.8 25.0 1.0 4.8 22.8 29.8
Colonial
goods 12.2 7.5 23.1 27.7 35.3 35.2
Misc. 5.4 2.1 0.6 - 6.0 2.1
Totals 71.5 62.9 28.5 37.1 100.0 100.0

Spanish re-exports to Central Europe was channelled through this
city. The main exports were linens from Central Germany and Silesia
most .of which went to Spain and Spanish America, to be
supplemented by grain, once England had become an importer of
cereals from the 1760s onwards. Hamburg also had close links with
-Leipzig 1in Saxony which acted as the main exchange and turntable
for goods in the heart of Central Europe.
However, Amsterdam remained the financial centre of European
commerce beyond the 17th century. It was only in the 19th century
- that the city was replaced by London. As Charles Wilson has putit: ‘A
bill [of exchange drawn]on Amsterdam was to theeighteenth century
what the bill on London was to become to the nineteenth century. If a
French merchant wished to import flax from Eastern Europe, he

The Upswing of the 18th Century 129

- would mobilize his agent in Konigsberg in East Prussia. Once the
deal had been completed, the latter, in order to obtain his money,
would draw a bill on an Amsterdam banking house with which he
. was accredited through his French partner. Thus a multilateral
" international credit system emerged by the second half of the 17th
century. This system replaced the existing bilateral system of
payment which had been rather cumbersome because it could not
function without the export of precious metals. The bill of exchange
now took the place of these metals in the new multilateral system.
Bills facilitated cashless payments; they dispensed with the
traditional bilateralism of trading relationships and ‘inter-
nationalized’ the latter. Thenceforth exports of precious metals were
necessary only in exceptional cases.

The differentiation of the banking system into a public and a
private sector suited the needs of commerce on the whole well. It
served the interests of manufacturing only to a limited extent. The
Amsterdam Wisselbank retained its lead among the traditional
exchange banks. It provided the model for a number of other banks
which were founded in the 18th century. These ‘medieval’ banks, as
P. Léon has called them, were much less modern than the state banks
which were beginning to assume the leading positions. After the
establishment of the Bank of England in 1694 there followed the Bank
of Scotland a year later, the Royal Giro-und Lehnbanco of Berlin in
1765 and the Bank of San Carlos at Madrid in 1782. A comparable
institution was founded in France only in 1776 when the Caisse
.d’Escompte came into existence. The bank which had been founded
by a Scotsman, John Law, in 1716/18 was dragged down by the
collapse of the entire system established by him. Next to the
“ municipal and state banks, private bankers remained indispensable.
There were the London bankers in Lombard Street, the Huguenot
bankers in France most of whom had immaigrated from Geneva, or the
private bankers of Frankfurt; all of them were harbingers of the age of
" high finance in the 19th century.

- England also occupied first place among the European nations as
far as the density of the branch networkof private banks is concerned.
In the course of the 18th century there emerged the so-called ‘country
_banks’ in the provinces which were connected with the London
bankers. By the early 1780s, there were more than 100 of these banksin
-England. These institutions were designed to attract the savings of
private individuals which would otherwise have remained untapped.
~ And they facilitated capital formation in trade and manufacturing.
- However, their contribution to the Industrial Revolution was more
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indirect. They provided industry not so much with long-term
investment credits as with short-term loans. This enabled the
entrepreneurs to keep a comparatively large share of their own funds
as fixed capital in their companies. Moreover, industrialization
would have been unthinkable without the existence of a viable
commercial network in the financing of which the banks were also
involved. Indeed commerce and banking could not be clearly
delineated from each other at this time. Finally, there were the various
capital markets in London and the provinces, with something like a
national capital market developing only towards the end of the 18th
century. The influence of these markets extended far beyond the area
which was controlled by the banks. It included the large joint-stock
companies as well as insurance companies which began to
mushroom in this period; italso comprised the multi-faceted world of
commerce and stretched as far as the sphere of personal friendships
and family ties.

The English public debt formed the bedrock on which the financial
system of the London City rested. It had risen continuously from
£14.2 million in 1700 to £78.0 million in 1750 and £167.2 million in
1780. It reached a staggering £426.6 million by the end of the century.
This debt provided investment opportunities which were very secure.
Furthermore the bonds which were issued by the state enabled the
business world to erect ‘a pyramid of loans’ (A. H. John) upon the
public debt. It is improbable that the London City would have risen
to the position which it assumed in the 19th century had it not been
for the enormous public debt of the English state. Nor, on the other
hand, would it have been possible to conduct the wars of the 18th and
early 19th centuries had the banking system not organized the cover
for this debt. During these wars more than one third of state
expenditure was at various times raised with the help of loans. The
secret of this success was described by Isaac de Pinto towards the end
of the Seven Years’ War: “The inviolable and scrupulous punctuality
with which those interest payments were always madeand the notion
of a guarantee by Parliament have established the English credit
system so strongly that loans could be floated which have surprised
and astonished Europe.” The capital market which expanded so
vigorously in this way was able torely on the profitswhich were being
made 1n commerce, and, above all, 1in overseas trade.

Looking at the problem with the benefit of hindsight, the
accumulation of capital proved to be a necessary, though not
exclusive, prerequisite of capitalist industrialization. As has been
mentioned above, the merchant capitalists provided the nascent
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industries with the required working capital. Capital for long-term
investments was not yet required on a larger scale. Certainly its lack
did not present an obstacle when the transition to factory production
was made. The ratio of working to fixed capital changed but slowly in
favour of the latter. Industry was still a long way from the
concentrations of fixed capital which were to characterize it from the
19th century onwards. It was not the supply side, but rising demand
that unleashed the process of industrialization. This demand arose
not only in England and Europe, but in those underdeveloped and
colonial markets which the merchant capitalists, following the laws
of accumulation, had created. It was not merchant capitalism as such
which produced the factory system. Rather it emerged on the
foundations of the world trading system which it had established.
Once merchant capitalists had paved the way for the rise of industrial
capitalism, their historical role had come to an end. Industry freed
itself from the hold of the merchant capitalists. The process of
industrial ﬁroduction, as Marx put it, ‘absorbed the circulation of
capital as one of its elements’.

The manufacturing industries responded to the growing demand
both at home and abroad by increasing their output. While the
production of cloths at Leiden had fallen to 29,434 pieces in 1800,
France stepped up her production. Between 1700-4 and 1785-87
quantities rose by 126%; the increase in terms of value was even
higher: 265%. However, there were considerable variations from
region to region. The centre of gravity was the French North with a
share of almost 50%. The English cloth manufacturers were able to
more than double their output between 1695 and 1772. It was only in
the last quarter of the 18th century that the annual growth rate began
to slow down. Yorkshire emerged as the most important region of
English woollen cloth manufacture. Around 1700 its share of exports
had been less than 20%; by the early 1770s it was around 50%. Linen
manufacture which had developed close ties with the markets of the
underdeveloped and colonial world since the 16th century saw an
even more impressive expansion. In France production doubled in
some regions and trebled in others. In a few places it quintuplicated.
English linen manufacture did not make more than moderate
progress and even had to cut production from the 1780s. However,
output of the newly-established Scottish linen industry which was
completely unknown before 1700 rose seven-fold between 1728-32
and 1798-1802. The Irish linen manufacturers, who rose to the top
rank of the British linen industry towards the end of the 18th century,
succeeded between 1710 and 1800 in increasing their exports twenty-
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" fold. On the Continent, the centres of linen manufacture were, apart
from those on the French west coast, in Flanders, Eastern Westphalia,
Lower Hesse, Swabia, the Upper Lusatia northeast of Dresden and in
Silesia. But up to now few statistics areavailable on these regions. We
know that the number of pieces which the linen weavers in the
villages around Ghent sent to the Ghent market doubled between
1700 and 1780. Linen exports from Landeshut in Silesia rose two-and-
a-half-fold between 1763-65 and 1786-90.

If the growth rates of the traditional branches of the English textile
industry began to decline in the last quarter of the century, this may
be taken as a reflection of the rise of cotton manufacture. Rather
insignificant until the 1760s, cotton experienced a staggering boom
in the second half of the 1770s. Between the beginning of the 18th
century and 1775-84 net imports of cotton rose seven-fold. The French
cotton industry, it 1s true, reached comparable growth rates. Butit must
be remembered that France started from a lower level. In effect, by
1787-89 England used twice as much cotton as France. Cotton manu-
facture also flourished in Saxony, the eastern parts of Switzerland, in
Catalonia and elsewhere in the-second half of the 18th century. But no-
where else was the development as spectacular as in England.

Mining and the iron industry likewise participated in the general
economic upswing. English coal production doubled between'1760
and the 1780s alone. This must be compared to an increase from just
under three million tons to five million tons in the previous seven
decades between 1681-90 and 1760. France, too, mined seven to eight
times more coal in 1789 than she had done at the beginning of the,
century. But the quantities produced by her were no more than 6-7%
English production. On the other hand, the French were ahead of
their rivals across the Channel in iron production. Here output
trebled up to 1789 and was 130,000-140,000 tons at this time;
England’s, on the other hand, was a mere 68,000 tons. However, the
English iron industry, which more than doubled its output after 1760
following a period of slow growth, was well ahead of its French

counterpart in technological terms. In England coke was used to . .;

smelt 79% of the iron;in France it was no more than 1.4-2%. It was due
to this technological advantage that the English iron masters were
able to overtake the stagnant French industry before the end of the
eentury. By 1806, they produced around 250,000 tons. Pig iron
production also increased in Germany. In fact, at the end of the 1780s
1t appears not be have been far below the English output. Yet here,
too, technological change and the substitution of charcoal by coke
were slow to come.

The Upswing of the 18th Century - 133

.. Calculations of the annual growth rates of industrial production

are available so far only for France and England. According to these

calculations, rates for the two countries between 1700 and 1790 were
.1.5-1.9% and 1.17% respectively. But these figures are no more than
rough estimates, and 1t may well be that the percentages were much
closer together than is now known. What is more, howeverimportant
exact quantification of economic performance may be, it does not
answer the question of the forces that were behind these growth rates.
Was growth due to a quantitative expansion of the existing
production apparatus? Or was it made possible because of qualitative
changes both 1in respect of technology and socio-ecenomic
organization?

At first the growth of manufacturing industry occurred along
traditional lines. Proto-industrialization proliferated and reached its
climax. Dense rural manufacturing industries which produced for
supra-regional markets covered 18th-century Europe like a veil.
Regions, which had hitherto depended on agriculture alone, were
transformed into mixed zones in which agriculture and rural
manufacturing existed side-by-side. Thus we read in 1797 in a report
on the stocking weavers in the vicinity of Chemnitz in Saxony: ‘At
first they established themselves in the villages; Limbach, a manor
two hours outside Chemnitz, was the first to have stock weavers
among its inhabitants. From here they moved into the neighbouring
villages and successively into the entire area. Their main residence
have been the villages up to now. In the town of Chemnitz thereare no
more than 80 masters, 10 apprentices and around 50 journeymen. In
1709 there were a mere five looms in the town and not even 20 in the
entire vicinity. Now some 2,500 looms are being operated inan area of -

‘not quite four sq. kilometers around Chemnitz’.

It was in this way that peasant villages were transformed into
weavers’ villages. The linen-weaving village of Grof3schtnau in the
Upper Lusatia presents a good case in point (see Figure 23). Until
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1730, the share of the peasant population declined to 9% there.
Cottagers and lodgers who outnumbered the peasants by 9.9:1 and

4.4:1 respectively dominated the village. Most of these people worked -

“in the linen industry. Another example are the villages of the
Gleichenstein district, a centre of the new draperie industry in the
Upper Eichsfeld region southeast of Gottingen. Although the figures
in Table 41 are probably not fully comparable, it appears that the
proportion of weavers, spinners and wool-combers in terms of the
total population rose from around 29% to over 58% between 1766 and
1796. By 1806 there were 96 looms there per 1,000 population. In the

Table 41:
Structure of the textile industry in the Gleichenstein district
(Upper Eichsfeld, southeast of Géttingen), 1766-1796

1766 1796
No. % No. %

Raschmacher 692 9.1 1225 10.4
Linen weavers 74 1.0 ? ?
Wool spinners 1319 17.3 5217 44.4
Yarn spinners 124 1.6 ? ?
Wool combers ? _ ? 426 3.6
Totals . . 2209 29.0 6 868 58.4
Total population 7 620 100.0 11 751! 100.0
Figure for 1792

Table 42:

Structure of the textile industry in the Pieardie (France),
ca. 1785
No. of looms
Type of trade In towns In country Totals (B) as percent.
(A) (B) (C) of (C)

Wool 5700 - 5300 11 000 48
Fine linen 500 5 500 6 000 92
Rough linen 500 3500 4 000 88
Stockings - 1000 . 7000 8 000 88
Cotton 100 - 100 0
Totals 7 800 21 300 29 100 73
Total population 533 000
Looms per 1000
linhabitants : 55
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French Picardy north of Parisabout 73% of all looms were operated in
rural areas around 1785. Some 30% of the local population were
employed in the textile industry at this time (see Table 42). Between
1660 and 1710 about one third of the adult males whose professional
status is known worked in the metal industries in the English West
Midlands. They were nail-makers, lock-smiths, scythe-smiths etc. A
further 27% found employment in other trades. In some cases such
concentrations of rural manufacturing became conurbations which,
in turn, attracted further villages into their orbitand permeated them
with proto-industries. Roubaix near Lille, Verviers east of Liege and
the Wupper River valley east of Diisseldorf are but a few examples.
The Wuppertal became one of the most astonishing manufacturing
regions in Europe. Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, when submitting his
report to the Electoral government at Diisseldorfin 1773, counted 100
bleacher’s workshops, 2,000 hairlooms and 3,500 broad-looms;
according to his estimates, the export value of the Wuppertal industry
was 3,267,664 thalers. It was a common feature of these regions that
manufacturing was not regulated by guilds. This wasa point made in
1790 by the cloth manufacturers of Lennep south of the Wupper
River valley who were permanently at loggerheads with the local
shearman’s guild. They argued: ‘How much more flourishing,
perfect and profitable are the factories of Verviers, Eupen [south of
Aachen], Bourscheid [now Burtscheid southeast of Aachen], Monjoie
[now Monschau southeast of Aachen]. . .and several other places. . .;
and this is so only because in these factories there are no guilds and
hence there is no compulsion; nor hence is there an opportunity to
treat the fabrics incorrectly or even to ruin them; a reason for causing
damage and for engaging the factories in legal quarrels which are se
detrimental to ‘them just does not exist.” The urban manufacturers
were frequently unable to stand up to the competition of their rural
counterparts and saw their position permanently weakened. The
cloth makers of Aachen suffered considerable losses. They were due,
as a contemporary observer, Georg Forster, put it, to the ‘despotism of
the .craft guilds’. It was the latter who, he believed, were ‘the
immediate cause of the decline of the cloth industry’ in the city, while
the manufacturers of Vaals, Burtscheid, Stolberg and Monschau to the
south-east continued to prosper. Elsewhere, as in Northern France,
there developed a dynamic alliance between rural and urban
manufacturers on the basis of a division of labour. This enabled the
towns to partake in proto-industrial production, occasionally even in
a prominent position.

The forces which promoted proto-industrialization were not
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fundamentally different from those which had been at work since the
end of the 16th century. There was increased underemployment in the
countryside once population growth began to accelerate and the
trend towards greater accumulation and concentration of economic
power proved relentless. We have a submission, dated 1700, which
complains that the majority of the inhabitants of Viersen west of
Diisseldorf did not have more than 2-6 Morgen (= 0.6-1.9 hectares).
‘This is why’, so the document continues, ‘they have to work in the
factories and workshops in order to be able to subsist.” The merchant
capitalists frequently had little choice but to mobilize the unused
labour potential in the rural areas, if the process of accumulation was
to continue without interruptions. The cloth manufacturers of
Monschau which must be regarded as a centre of proto-
industrial production put forward precisely this argument to defend
themselves against the reproach that they employed sub-contracted
putters-out (Baasenmeister) in the Limburg area. They replied: ‘Just
as our factories have grown thanks to the use of Baasenmeister in the
region, they would lapse back into their former languid state if these
people were dismissed.’

Wherever proto-industry had taken root, the process continued in a
cumulative fashion. The small producers adopted a specific pattern
of reproductive behaviour which caused the existing balance
between demography and economy to collapse. It was replaced by a
new ‘demo-economic high-pressure system’. This system secured the
further evolution of the proto-industrial process because it kept the
supply of labour flexible. In fact, the new patterns of demographic
behaviour provided the internal stimulus of proto-industrialization.
The external stimulus, on the other hand, was provided by the
demand for proto-industrial goods on supra-regional and inter-
national markets. Thus the European linen industry came to be an
" integral part of the Atlantic economic system in the course of this
proto-industrial development. In 1787, C.L.P. Hiipeden, in writing
about the linen trade in Hesse, spoke of a ‘Hessian Peru and East
India’. He added that this trade ‘is the main channel through which
Spanish gold and silver flow into our coffers’. In the second half of the
18th century about 90% of the bretatias, which were exported from the
séa ports of Brittany, went to Spain and thence to Spanish-America.
Between 1748/49 and 1789/90 some 75.6% of Silesia’s linen exports
went to Western Europe and overseas (see Fig. 24). By 1791/2 the
export quota of Silesian linen was around 75.5%. Bretatias were
produced almost exclusively for export from France. In 1695 the
English cloth manufacturers sent about 40% of their production
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abroad; by 1799 the quota was over 67%. That of Yorkshire alone
reached 72.3% in 1771-72.

Proto-industry was a cottage industry. In essence it was made up of

small manufacturers who produced for the market and who
organized their households as a family economy. Unlike the
household of the artisan who was organized in a guild, the proto-
industrial household mobilized its productive energies through the
co-operation of all family members, i.e. wife and children. In this
respect both the peasant household and the proto-industrial
household, which had after all emerged from the former, possessed
the same organization. But the proto-industrial family was only
partially market-orientated. Whenever. its socio-culturally deter-
mined standards of subsistence were reached, it would abandon its
proto-industrial activity; the availability of labour began to
diminish. If the family’s subsistence level was not secured, it was
forced to step up its labour input, often to a level of ‘self-exploitation’
(A. V.Chayanov). This nexus did not escape contemporary observers.
Thus we find the following comment of 1785 on the Silesian linen
industry: ‘Grain prices which are too low are detrimental to the linen
trade and reduce the diligence of the spinners and weavers . . . ;on the
other hand, business in the mountainous regions has never been
difficult in times of inflation (teure jare).’

However, once the putting-out system had established itself, the
preconditions began to disappear for the small producers to adoptan
anti-cyclical economic behaviour. These new realities are reflected in
a statement by the weavers of Monschau who complained in 1769:
“The entrepreneurs provide work forall weavers; but theydistributeit
in such a way that, once one of them has been given a piece to do, he
will then have to wait and go hungry for 4, 5 or more weeks before
another order is placed with him.’
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The production system which evolved in the course of preto-
industrialization also took account of the fact that the rural producer-
households were able to sell their goods directly to the consumer only
in exceptional cases. The trader and retailer usually acted as the
intermediary between the producer and the consumer, as the small
producers were unable to reach the relatively remote markets with
their goods. Nor did they have the working capital required to bridge
the time-lag between production and marketing. They also lacked
information on changing market conditions. All these things were
provided by the merchant capitalists. Their role as go-betweens also
enabled them to engage in ‘exploitation through trade’ (M. Dobb)
and increasingly to dominate the small producers. The latter retained
a degree of formal independence wherever the merchant purchased
the goods from the producer (Kaufsystem as opposed to the putting-
out system). The Kaufsystem obtained above all in the linen industry;
but it was also operative in large parts of the Yorkshire textile
industry. F. ZSllner described the system with reference to Silesia as
follows: “The merchants sit around inr the exchangé [Kaufhaus]on a
slightly elevated chair. The weaver who would like to sell a piece of
linen hands it to one of these gentlemen. The latter inspects and
fingers it and states what he is prepared to pay; if the weaver is happy
with the price, the merchant chalks the amount and his trade-mark on
to the pieces; the weaver takes the linen to the merchant’s office where
he receives his money.’

The proto-industrial household lost the formal autonomy which it
had under the Kaufsystem, if the merchant capitalist succeeded in
subjecting the small producer to his control and in incorporating his
workshop into a putting-out system. This happened when he
advanced credit for the acquisition of raw materials and/or provided
the raw materials, in some cases even the tools. The merchant thus
intruded into the production sphere without, however, taking full
control of it. The Verleger assumed control of the product; the small
producer, on the other hand, kept control of the work process.
Nevertheless, the production process was no longer self-contained. It
was drawn into the circulation sphere which retained its dominant
position. Especially in those areas in which the raw materials had to

be delivered over longer distances and a segmentation of the labour

process was unavoidable, the merchant was able to move into the
production sphere as a buyer of raw materials and organizer of
production. He became a-Verleger. A book, published in 1796, on the
cloth industry of Eupen which was organized on a putting-outbasis
described the system as follows: ‘“The merchantor themanufactureris
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the mainspring, the heart of the whole system; he keeps many people
active, all of whom work for him and receive their livelihood through
him; . . . this merchant, in other words, acquires the raw materials of
distant countries; he gets Spanish wool, oil, soap and hair for the
loom and whatever else the workers need.’

The widely scattered workshops of proto-industry were often
complemented. by centralized enterprises which have come to be
called Manufakturen (manufactures). They tended to organize the
preparatory work processes and, more importantly, the finishing
processes—the latter not least because they were decisive for the sales
prospects of the product concerned. The cloth manufacturers of
Monschau did the cleaning and dyeing of the wool in their own
workshops; they then putitout to the local spinners and weavers. The
final preparation of the fabrics was again undertaken under their own
roof. As the author of the above-mentioned book on the Eupen cloth
industry wrote: ‘. . . the merchant keeps . . . shearmen, pressers and
happers in his house and under his supervision all of whom work for
a wage.’ ! )

However, the number of workers employed in these centralized ™
workshops was small in comparison to proto-industrial households
organized in a putting-out system. In 1768, the Krefeld silk firm of
von der Leyen had about 12% of all its employees'directly on its pay
roll; the same figure for the cloth industry of Vervier near Aachen in
the 1780s was extraordinarly high, namely 25%. The capital which
was invested 1n such workshops was in general not so large as to result
in a situation in which it dominated, by virtue of its size, the
production process. In 1789 a mere 5.8% of the balance-sheet total of
the firm J.H. Scheibler & Sons, by far the mostimportantenterprise of
the Monschau cloth industry, were for buildings, tools and
machinery (see Table 43). _

Working capital was clearly dominant over fixed capital. It was
also part of the Verleger’s investment strategy to give preference to
investments which, like buildings, were relatively versatile; nor, in
view of the vagaries of the market, did they concentrate their capital in
one area alone; rather they spread their invéstments so as to have
several escape routes in a crisis. Thus for the Verleger the decisive
criterion of his investment strategy remained the ‘versatility’ of his
capital, to quote Werner Sombart.

Apart from Manufakturen which complemented proto-industrial
production in the way described thus far, the 18th century also saw the
establishment of other manufactures which were unconnected with
rural industry and operated completely indpendently.. Enterprises
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Table 43:
Balance-sheet of J. H. Scheibler & Sons for the year ended
31.12.1789
a) Assets b) Liabilities
Reich thalers % Reich thalers %
Factory buildings: 9 100 Creditors 304 000 .44,8
Factory tools 26 400 Cap. stock 374 000! 552
Other 4 000 | 1000
39 500
Raw materials 80 500
Finished/
semi-{in.
cloths 207.000
: 287 500
Debtors 346 000
Bills & cash 5000 .
678 000

'Actual source gives: 374,301 Reich thalers

which were organised on this basis could be found above all in cotton

printing as well asin the manufacture of porcelain, fayence and glass.

The first of these was an industry which experienced its most dynamic
development in the 18th century. Towards the end of that century, it
employed more than 100,000 people. The largest of these enterprises
had an annual output of between 20,000 and 40,000 pieces, with
500-800 ‘workers on the payroll. Profit rates were exceptionally high
in some cases. Capital multiplied within a few years. Thus the
Fabrique-Neuve of Cortaillod, the most important cotton-printer in
the Neuchatel region in Switzerland,achieveda profitrate (calculated
" in terms of the firm’s productive capital) of 35% in 1783-91 and of 50%
in 1792-98 (see Figure 25). Occasionally such a centralized
Manufaktur became partially decentralized. This happened if,
instead of using cotton fabrics made in India orelsewehere in Europe,
- it took production into its own hands and organized it on a proto-
industrial basis. Finally, there were the porcelain manufactures

which became the special concern of the German princes. The most

famous among them in Germany was the one at Meissen in Saxony

which- was established in 1710. This Manufaktur employed 761 .

workers in 1765.

What was new about this type of enterprise was not the
introduction of machines. Indeed the manufacturing process
continued to be dominated by manual production. The advance
consisted rather in a different organization of the process. As it was
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Figure 25:
Quinquennial production averages of the
cotton printing firm La Fabrique-Neuve in
Cortalloid, 1754-1809
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.concentrated in a single building or complex of buildings, it became
possible to compartmentalize and co-ordinate production, and
occasionally this led to a marked increase in productivity. Seen in
‘perspective, the significance of the Manufaktur lies above all in the
" :fact that it represented an important link in the transition from proto-
1industrial production to factory production. This was less so in a
-micro-economic sense as few manufactures, in particular the cotton-
“printing enterprises among them, played a major role in the process
of industrialization; but it is true in a macro-economic sense:
Manufakturen pointed the way forward to the factory by bringing
closer to a solution the problems raised by the centralization of
“.production. : :

Centralized enterprises were not merely limited to the narrow area
of Manufakturen. They were also to be found quite frequently in
. mining and the iron industry,and it was notrare for them toachieve a
remarkable size. The Anzin mining company near Valenciennes in
Northern France produced 310,000 tons of coal in 1790. This is the
“equivalent of about half the total production of the country. The Le
- Creusot iron works with its four blast furnaces, its forge hammers and

-steam engines was celebrated as ‘one of the world wonders’. Le
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Creusot also produced the firstiron in France smelted with the help of
coke.

As the end of the 18th century approached, there were growing
signs that the prevailing system of production had reached the limits
of its capacity. Under the increasing pressure of demand both at home
and abroad the inner contradictions of the proto-industrial system,
particularly in England, became so acute that its ‘manageability’ (M.
Godelier) was called more and more into question. We have seen that
the proto-industrial family had a propensity to reduce its output
precisely in periods of boom; this was because, as the return per unit
rose, its subsistence needs could be satisfied with a smaller labour
effort. It was this behaviour which brought about the transformation
of the proto-industrial system. In late 18th-century England a
decline of proto-industrial productivity could only toa limited degree
be made up with the help of additional labour. New forms of
organization had to be found. Other problems were no less serious.
The more a Verleger extended his putting-out network geographic-
ally, the sooner he was bound to reach the point at which his
marginal costs per unit would rise. The speed with which his capital
was turned over decreased; distribution costs rose. It became more and
more difficult for him to supervise the proto-industrial producers and
to protect himself against fraudulent use of the raw materials
he was distributing to the families which were part of his network.
There was also the problem that at least five spinning wheels were
needed to supply sufficient yarn for one loom. This imbalance
between yarn production and weaving capacity came to be a
dysfunctional element, once labour to operate the spinning wheels
was no longer plentiful in the centres of the textile industry. Wages
rose” (see Figure 28, pp. 147), and the inelastic supply of yarn
threatened to block an increase in output beyond a certain level and
hence to arrest the expansion of textile manufacturing. As R. Guest
reported in 1823, it was not unusual for a Lancashire weaver in the
1760s ‘to walk three or four miles in a morningand to call on five or
six spinners before he could collect weft to serve him for the
remainder of the day.’

The only alternative which promised a way out of the above
difficulties of the proto-industrial system was greater mechanization
of production, made possible through centralization. The cotton
industry was the first branch to tackle these questions from the end of
the 1760s. It thus became the ‘pace-maker’ (E.J. Hobsbawm) of the first
phase of industrialization. Hargreave’s ‘Jenny’ was still primarily
operated in the proto-industrial workshop. But Arkwright’s ‘water
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frame’ and Crompton’s ‘mule’ began to appear in factories and
facilitated a'solution not only of the traditional imbalance between
yarn production and weaving capacity which has just been
mentioned, but also of one of the central problems of proto-
industrialization, namely the control and supervision of production.
Arkwright opened his factory in Nottingham in 1769; three years
later, some 300 people worked there. His ‘Lower Mill’ at Cromford
" near Matlock employed about 800 people at the end of the 1770s.
Around 1780 there existed some 20 water-powered cotton mills. By
- 1797 their number had risen to about 900. They had an estimated

fixed capital of £2.5 million. In facilitating this industrial break-
through the importance of home markets and overseas markets
varied at different times. Figure 26 shows that supplies of raw cotton
rose more quickly than exports of cotton products during the crucial-
1760s and 1770s. This lends support to the assumption that the
home market was the decisive factor at this time. Only around the
turn of the century were the scales tipped in favour of exports abroad.
. The English iron industry was faced with difficulties which were
no less formidable than those of the textile manufacturers. Charcoal
‘became more scarce and expensive; marginal costs increased. The
. bottle-neck was overcome, however, when charcoal was replaced by

:coke. It was Abraham Darby who, around 1709, invented a process by
which iron could be produced with the help of coke. Yet it took
"several decades before this technique was generally adopted. Its
triumph came when Watt’s steam engine made it possible ta fit the
- first mechanized bellows to John Wilkinson’s furnaceat Willey south
* of the Coalbrookdale complex in 1776. Subsequently Henry Cort
developed the puddling and rolling process which was patented in
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1783-84, and this enabled the iron masters to use coal also for the next
production stage, i.e. the making of wrought iron.

Thus coal became the primary source of energy of the ‘First
Industrial Revolution’; the steam engine converted coal into power
for industrial use. The history of the steam engine is inseparably
connected with the rise of the English coal industry. As the mines
reached greater and greater depths, it became increasingly difficult to
keep them free of water. The steam engine offered a solution to the
problem. It could be used without great difficulty to drive water
pumps. Its evolution started in 1698 with Thomas Savery’s ‘fire
engine’; in 1712 Thomas Newcomen developed his steam engine; it
then took until 1765 for James Watt to invent the separate condenser
which enabled him to build a much more powerful engine at
Boulton’s factory in Soho in 1775. From now on the steam engine was
also used outside the mines.

The growing demand for industrial goods enforced the substitution
of scarce resources, such as labour, wood and water-power, by
resources which were relatively abundant, such as capital, coal and
steam power. It also brought about the transformation of proto-
industrial production into factory production. The evolution of the
productive forces had reached its ceiling in 18th-century England.
These barriers could be removed only if improved steering
mechanisms became available both in the field of technology and of
the social organization of labour. It was precisely in these areas that
the process of capitalist industrialization began. '

Around 1790, the new system of production was still confined toa
small part of the manufacturing sector. Nevertheless, the contours of
a new age with new modes of production became discernible in the
cotton industry. It was to be an age which was characterized by the
deployment of capital and the division of society into capitalists and
wage-labourers. However, the rise of the cotton industry marked not
merely the beginning of a different social formation, but it also re-
minds us of the international context of the industrialization process.

To begin with, it was the calicoes which the trading companies had
imported from India that stimulated demand for cotton fabrics in
Europe. They had been re-exported by the European trading centres
and this had led to the creation of a network which could equally well
be used for the marketing of cotton fabrics which the metropolitan
countries had themselves produced. Moreover the finishing of cotton
products from overseas had given rise to the textile-printing industry
which provided an important impulse for the industrialization of
yarn production.
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Secondly, it must be remembered that the raw cotton which was
imported into Europe originated from the slave plantations of Brazil,
the Caribbean and the American South. In 1786-87 some 69.3% of*
English cotton imports came from across the Atlantic; in 1796-1805 it
was 87.5%. As Eric Hobsbawm has aptly written: “The most modern
centre of production thus preserved and extended the most primitive
form of exploitation.’

Finally there is the fact that, in the 19th century, the cottonindustry
found markets in the underdeveloped and colonial world which
facilitated its unprecedented expansion. In the course of this process
occurred the destruction of the Indian domestic cotton industry
which had been standing at the cradle of its later English rival.

3.4 Population Growth, Economic Growth and Society

Like the high'middle ages and the 16th century, the 18th century was
one of the great periods of economic growth in European history. The
crisis of the 17th century had prepared the ground for renewed growth
in the sense that it increased the margins of the peasant economy.
Indeed from the middle of the 18th century the economy was once
more on an expansionist course. The population grew. Agriculture
and manufacturing increased their output. The volume of trade
expanded. And yet fresh tensions arose in the pattern of supply and -
demand. Agriculturgl production could not keep pace with a
growing population. Prices rose, especially those for basic foodstuffs
where demand was inelastic. Prices for manufactured goods likewise
experienced a rise, but it was less steep than that of grain. This was
partly because demand for these goods was more elastic, but also
because their supply can be organized much more flexibly than that
of agricultural produce. On first impression it looks as if monetary
factors were responsible for the inflationary development. Between
1701-20 and 1781-1800 production of precious metals in the Americas
increased from around 369 tons to 1,065 tons perannum—an increase
by some 189%. But on close inspection it seems more likely that, like
in the 16th century, other, non-monetary factors were behind the
long-term price rise. For it must be remembered that a growth in the

‘circulation of money is just as little an autonomous element of the

economic process as population growth. An expanding economy
tends to create the money which it needs for its expansion. Thus, if
one wishes to explain the inflation of the 18th century, one cannot
avoid examining the supply of, and demand for, goods within the
overall economic process. And the forces that were at work in this
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sphere were rooted in the phenomenon that a growing demand, in

- particular for basic foodstuffs, could be satisfied only at inflationary

prices. Thus the growth of the population was initially a stimulus
to economic growth; but it soon became detached from the economic
process and began to overstretch the strength of the national
economies of Europe.

Nor did demographic change and price development fail to have
their effect on the distribution of incomes. Ground-rents rose because
proceeds from agricultural production improved. By making this
point, nothing has as yet been said about who pocketed the higher
returns. Did they remain with the peasants or were they taken away
by the landlords who succeeded in aligning incomes to the rising
price level? We have the same difficulties to provide a clear-cut answer
to this question as we have had for the 16th century. Favourable was
above all the position of those peasants whose feudal contributions
consisted, inter alia, of fixed cash payments. The value of cash
payments made by East Prussian peasants between 1770 and 1800,
calculated in terms of price equivalents for rye, declined by more than
one third because grain prices kept rising. Their income, on the other
hand, again computed on the basis of rye equivalents, improved by
15-25%. In other words, the percentage of feudal contributions
declined. -

We have seen how those landowners in England and, to some
extent, in France who had extended their land in order to lease it
again were best able to counter these economic developments. They
could easily increase the rent and thus enforce an inflationary
adjustment to the distribution of agricultural income. On the other
hand, wherever there existed a Forwerk economy like in East-Central
and Eastern Europe, the nobility benefited directly and automatically
from the rise in ground rents.

Wages took the opposite development from agricultural incomes.
They fell, while marginal costs rose. As regards income distribution,
this meant that labourers had their share reduced. Nominal wages
held up in most cases and occasionally even experienced a rise; yet the
abundance of labour, which was a consequence of the population
growth, condemned to failure all attempts toadjust them to the rising
cost of living. Thus the drop in real wages continued which, as we
have seen, had started in the 16th century and which had temporarily
been stopped in the 17thand early 18th centuries. In 1650-79 the daily
wage of a worker in the quarries of Wiirzburg in Franconia was

equivalent to the value of 12.7 kilograms of rye; by 1760-99 his daily -

wage would buy him no more than 4.8 kilos. The purchasing power

The Upswing of the 18th Century 147

Figure 27:
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of a Journeyman mason from Augsburg for the same periods was the
equivalent of 18.3 kilos and 7.9 kilos of rye respectively (see Figure 27).
Ch.-E. Labrousse has calculated that the cost of living in France rose
by 62% between 1726-41 and 1771-89, whereas nominal wages
increased by about 26%. In other words, real wages declined by some
25% 1in comparison to their 1726-41 value. Meanwhile the
predicament of the wage-earning population in England was

somewhat less unequivocal. There real wages had actually risen up to
the middle of the 18th century. The picture became more complex

" thereafter. Thus nominal wages in agriculture rose on average

around 25% between the late 1760s and 1795. But the cost of living
increased by about 30% and real wages hence actually experienced a
decline. Calculated from a base-line of 100 in 1651-75 real wages of
building workers in the English South also fell. In 1740-49 they had
reached 67 indéx points and 591n 1780-89. The English North, on the
other hand, which was seized by the process of industrialization
presented a different picture. In Lancashire real wages continud to
rise overall in the second half of the 18th century, temporary setbacks
notwithstanding (see Figure 28). '

The social groups which lived on a higher i income were much less
directly hit be the rise in the cost of living because only a relatively
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small percentage of their total budget was spent on these items.
Merchants, Verleger and entrepreneurs moreover benefited from the
general upswing of the economy, and fairly frequently they were able
to net profits that were well above those made by the classe
proprietaire inagriculture. Prices for manufactured goods rose and so
did turnover. The volume of profit increased. In short, the growth
period of the 18th century set in motion a redistribution of the gross
national product: incomes from property were growing, whereas
incomes from manual labour kept falling. Even England experienced
a stagnation of her per capita income in the second half of the 18th
century. There 1s hence good reason to presume that per capita
income on the European Continent actually declined as it had done
in the 16th century. ~

Finally, there occurred a shiftindemand (and hence also in supply)
as the general economic trénd evolved. The lower classes in particular
had to reduce the purchase of goods which were not essential to their
livelihood the more food prices went up. In the early 1790s, miners in
Durham- (Yorkshire), for example, spent 72.4% of their budget on
foed. A Berlin mason, who had to support a family of five, had to set
aside 72.7% of his income for food around the turn of the century.
The more nutritious, but expensive foods were replaced by cheaper
ones. The consumption of meat declined even further. Demand
centred on vegetables. We have seen above (p. 52) how meat had
become replaced by cereals. Now potatoes began to substitute grain.
Occidental nutritional standards reached their lowest level in the first
half of the 19th century. People lived on the ‘potato standard’, as
Wilhelm Abel has termed it. The shifts in the demand pattern were
sooner or later bound to have a negative effect on the non-agricultural

sector, especially in those countries which did not possess foreign -

markets worth mentioning. However, to some extent these problems
were mitigated by the fact that the disproportional growth of the
towns, the commercialization of agriculture and proto-industriali-
zation had made a. steadily growing section of the population
dependent on the market. Thus socio-economic change provided a

partial counterweight to economic recession. People could not -

survive without going to the market.

The effect of the triple pressure of population growth, inflation
and redistribution of incomes was that the social structures of Europe
were pushed and pulled in different directions. As these structures
were still determined by functional and status hierarchies which were
rooted in the feudal estates, demographic change, inflation and
income redistribution had a highly destabilizing effect on the
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societies of Europe; for it was above all those lower strata which were
not part of a society divided into estates that grew disproportionally
both in the towns and in the countryside. By the end of the 18th
century these strata made up more than half the population in some
areas. Around 1750 the share of cottagers and [nwohner in terms of
the total agrarian population was 61.1% in Saxony; the percentage of
Inwohner in the towns was 45.4%. Nobles, clergymen, farmers and
burghers added up to no more than 45.2% of the Saxon population.
More than half the population there belonged to social groups
which were outside the estates system (see Table 12, p. 55). Even more
marked than in Saxony were the shifts in the social structures of
Silesian villages. In 1577 56.8% of the rural population there were
peasants. By 1787 the figure had slumped to 22.9%. The proportion of
cottagers increased correspondingly (see Table 44). And these
cottagers were particularly strongly represented in the mountainous
region of Silesia with its large share of small-scale manufacturing.

Table 44:
Social structure of the Silesian village, 1577-1787 (%)

Small-holders
Peasants | obliged to render Cottagers
services
Totals for 1577 56.8 37.9 5.3
Totals for 1787 229 25.2 51.9
Districts (1787) ¢
Eastern Silesia 30.4 27.3 42.3
Southwestern Sil. 16.4 18.8 64.8
Militsch-Ohlau 18.8 27.2 54.0
Central Silesia 20.6 32.7 46.7
.Northwestern Sil. 26.6 20.6 - 528

Further north, in the Swedish parts of Pomerania, a mere 10.1% of
the rural population were peasants and small-holders in 1766; some
25.6% were lodgers and 51.3% worked as domestic servants and land -
labourers. The development took a similar course in other parts of
Central Europe. Where, as in the Southwest, the land was divided up
between the heirs, fragmentation continued and began to reach
alarming proportions. In cities like Hamburg, Frankfurt and Basle,
the burghers soon found themselves in a minority vis-a-vis those
inhabitants and their families who enjoyed no citizen’s rights.

A glance at the regions beyond Central Europe confirms this trend.
On the royal estates of the Cracow Province no more'than 35% of the
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farmsteads were held by peasants. The number of cottagers, on the
other hand, who_accounted for between 43% and 47% of the rural
population in 1660, had meanwhile gone up to 56%. In the Dutch
Overijssel region the share of peasants declined from 61.4% to 49.6%
and that of cottagers from 38.6% to 34.8% between 1602 and 1795. At
the same time there emerged a landles proletariat which amounted to
some 18.3% of the population in 1795 and which was mostly
employed in the textile industry. Nor did the French village in the
18th century escape a rapid process of proletarianization. According
to statistics compiled by the Abbé Expilly, only around 138% of the
rural population were laboureurs (peasants) in 1778. The remaining
87% were day-labourers, manouvriers and wine growers. Day
labourers and manouwwvriers also made up more than 80% of the
population in some villages in Burgundy. In England the ratio of
lease-holders and peasants, on the one hand, and cottagers and land
labourers, on the other, was 4:7 as early as the end of the 17th century.
The number of the latter increased rapidly during the enclosure boom
of the second half of the 18th century. Worse, their position
deteriorated as they lost common rights and what little land they had
been tilling. In 1803, over one third of the population were the
‘labouring poor’, the beggars, soldiers, sailors, land labourers and
other desperately poor people at the bottom of the pile.

The accelerated growth of the lower class threatened to crush as
with a steam-roller the traditional social structures. However, this did
not mean as yet that these classes became the ferment of a new socio-
economic order. At first their rise was no more than a symptom of
decline of a social system which had reached the limits of its capacity
to integratedivergent forces. However, the swelling of the lower ranks
of society made the evolution of new forms of production
unavoidable; for these additional people could find a livelihood only
if more jobs were created for them in the non-agricultural sector of the
economy. To be sure, the growth of the lower strata had been a factor
in earlier times when manufacturing began to move into the rural
areasaround towns. However; these industries did not merely move to
where there existed a reservoir of labour; as we have seen (above p.
136) they also stimulated demographic growth by undermining the
traditional reproductive behaviour of the peasant family. Itis in this
way that the increasing population density in the major
manufacturing regions of Europe may be explained. ]

The small producers, whom we encounter in these regions, occupy
a peculiar intermediate position in European social history. In many
ways they still lived in the world of the peasants. On the other hand,
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their daily life and the articulation of their socio-economic and
cultural needs pointed frequently beyond the rural environment.
Thus the products of the proto-industrial household were, unlike
those of the peasantry, destined almostexclusively for the market, and
this the more so the further rural manufacturing emancipated itself
from its links with agriculture. This also implied that, conversely, the
proto-industrial family had to rely on the market to buy in basic
foodstuffs and other necessities. Small rural producers therefore
needed what Rudolf Braun has called a ‘bodenfremdes, exogenes
Medium’, namely money. to pay for their livelihood. The
agricultural seasons and the resultant pressure to engage in some
kind of ad hoc economic planning lost their former importance. This
occasionally promoted a happy-go-lucky approach to life or even an
indulgence in luxuries which went beyond the means of the proto-
industrial household. In 1765 the peasants of Grossréhrsdorf
northeast of Dresden, for example, voiced the following complaint
about the cottagers in the village, most of whom were ribbon makers
and linen weavers: ‘“They showed off on all occasions and spent a lot
of money. They dressed their daughters like burghers’ daughters and
certainly above their status.which had caused all sorts of things to be
put into disarray.” And Solomon von Orelli reported on the weavers
of the Ziirich @berland that ‘sooner or later things began to go so far
that a young weaver’s woman could not be considered extravagant, if
she bought from her earnings a bed, a chest, a nice colourful Sunday
dress as well as a black one for the Holy Communion . . . Once these
items had been acquired it depended on the greater or lesser degree of
her vanity as to whether she would buy several attractive skirts or
would blow her money in other ways.” Such behaviour was not justa
consequence of the dissolution of a subsistence economy in which the
peasant family consumed most of what it produced; it also testifies to
an attempt on the part of the rural manufacturers to demonstrate their
social ‘difference to the outside world by ‘symbolic and ostentatious

“consumption’ (P. Bourdieu). By doing this, they tried to break

through the confines of a society which was divided into feudal
estates.

It was this mass of landless rural producers, small-holders and the
proto-industrial manufacturers who came to be the labour force of the
above-mentioned Manufakturen and early factories. The conditions
under which they worked brought about the destruction of
traditional life-styles and behaviour patterns; but new ones did not
emerge immediately to replace them. Wage labour, to be sure, had
existed forcenturiesbefore. However,itassumed adifferentqualityin
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the 18th century. Those who were forced to sell their labour to
entrepreneurs of factory owners found themselves working and living
in conditions which had not existed in this form before. Thus they
were subjected to a time- and work-discipline which could not be
reconciled with the life-styles they were accustomed to. For the factory
owners the irregular work rhythms of pre-industrial society were
unacceptable. What had determined the time-consciousness of that
society was the work that had to be done at a particular time of the day
or the season. It was industrial capitalism that introduced the idea of
measuring labour in specific units of time. It is no coincidence that
clocks and watches became very widespread in the 18th century. But
the work day was long and often extended beyond what was
-physically tolerable. In the Manufakturen of Berlin people worked
for 14-16 hours per day. The figure for the English cotton mills was
around 12 hours. Female and child labour was used on a large scale,
above all in textiles, a practice which continued pre-industrial
employment patterns. Children tended to be involved in the
preparatory work, while women worked primarily as spinners. In
1789 only 14% of the work force in Arkwright’s factories at Cromford
were men.

The living conditions of this early proletariat were desolate.
Whether it was the cotton weavers of the Ziirich Oberland, the silk
weavers of Lyons, the cotton printers of Chemnitz in Saxony or the
female labourers in the English mills, theyall vegetated at the poverty
line. Only a small number of highly skilled workers were well paid.
Most of these labourers found it impossible to put aside savings for
emergencies so that they were without protection against the
vicissitudes of life. If demand was slack, poverty and desperation
became the general picture. When the Eichsfeld region southeast of
Gottingen was struck by a severe crisis at the beginning of the 19th
century, the authorities responsible for the area at Heiligenstadt
reported as follows: ‘“The weavers are unable to find the large sums

~ required for the purchase of wool; they are faced with the bitter

-necessity of having to sell and pawn their goods and chattels which
they have worked hard to acquire in better times; and this enables
them to buy a bit of wool from the agents (Aufkdufer) on whom they
are dependent so as to be able to carry on their trade on a quite pitiful
basis.’ _

Poverty increased the more the ‘safety net’ which stdate and society
had traditionally provided was being dismantled in the course of the
18th century. The state no longer regarded it as a task of public
welfare to help the poor. The poor were seen as a problem for the
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police and the judiciary. Poverty became a criminal offence. Poor-
houses, orphanages, workhouses and penitentiaries were established
whose objective it was to integrate the ‘outcasts’ into the production
process. Most of these institutions supplied labour to the
Manufakturen, and to those of the textile industry in particular.
Occasionally the inmates were leased to the entrepreneur. The logical
complement of the criminalization of poverty was the replacement of
the ‘old moral economy of provision’ by the ‘new political economy
of the free market’ (E. P. Thompson). The lower classes were forced to
rely on their own resources and thus to offer themselves as wage
labourers. The grain trade was freed from all restrictions. The
regimentation of bread price was abandoned. State intervention in
the economy with the aim of safeguarding the provision of food came
to an end. The credo of laissez-faire which was characteristic of the
dawn of capitalism triumphed.

The victims of these processes initially continued to cling to
traditional thought patterns with which they tried to interpret and,
under certain circumstances, even to respond to the new situation. As
E. P. Thompson has shown, virtually uninterrupted chains of bread
riots came to be the concentrated expression of ‘the moral economy of
the . . . crowd’. They all revolved around the question of ‘setting’ the
bread price, 1,e. they demandeditsreduction. If therulersfailed tolive
up to the expectations of the crowd, the latter believed to be justified
in its resort to violence in order to enforce the adoption of official
measures to bring down the price of bread. The manufacturing
population moreover evolved forms of struggle which went beyond
the simple bread riot. Even if, like the latter type of protest, they
amounted to a ‘collective bargaining by riot’ (E. J. Hobsbawm), the
object of the struggle was no longer the price of bread, but the cost of
raw materials, as in the case of the 1793 uprising of the weavers of
Landeshut in Silesia. On other occasions the protest was against the
low prices paid for manufactured goods by the merchants or piece-
work wages. If tools and machines were smashed, this was done not
merely to pressurize merchants, Verleger and entrepreneurs into
making concessions, but also in order to enforce a sense of solidarity
among the rioters. All of these uprisings were usually brutally
suppressed by the authorities. Thus the state made its own specific
contribution to the establishment of a capitalist system of’
production.

The genesis of an early proletariat was not a process which
unfolded independently of the economy. Rather it was the result of
the policies of employment and accumulation adopted by a nascent
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class of proto-industrial and industrial capitalists. However, it would
be wrong to assume that these people were the decisive element
within the bourgeoisie under the ancien régime. That system, on the
contrary, was dominated by merchants, bankers, rentiers and
officials. As the societies of Europe found themselves in a transition
phase from one mode of production to another, a number of
capitalisms co-existed side-by-side: merchant capitalism, agri-
cultural capitalism and, pointing towards developments beyond the
former, proto-industrial and industrial capitalism. Up to a point the
‘bourgeoisie’, with its divisions, was therefore a reflection of these
divergent capitalisms. Investment in property, offices and state bonds
-in order to obtain a fixed annual return continued to be very
important. According to recent estimates, more than 80% of private
wealth in France was generated in this traditional way. Nor were
income and property evenly distributed among this bourgeoisie. A
small group of extremely rich merchants, financiers and officials
must be sharply distinguished from a broadly-based lower and
middle stratum within the bourgeoisie. In 1749 some 14.1% of the
‘bourgeois’ who appear in Parisian marriage contracts had assets
- worth less than 1,000 livres; on the other hand, 4.7% of this group held
100,000 livres and more. It is characteristic that 77.3% of these people
were rentiers, bureaucrats and professionals who were not directly
involved in commerce or production. Moreover, none of the large
wealthy bourgeois families could stand comparison with the wealth
accumulated by the nobility which resided in Paris. For one
bourgeois with property worth 500,000 livres there were 11 aristocrats
to match this figure (see Table 45).

It appears that wealth and income differentials between the
nobility and the ‘middle class’ were just as marked in England as in
France. Where England differed, was that social barriers between
noblemen and ‘bourgeoisie’ were becoming less impenetrable.
Daniel Defoe noted in 1726 that ‘trade in England makes gentlemen
and has peopled this nation with gentlemen’. In considering social
mobility it is important, however, to remember that it worked in both
directions. The strict application of primogeniture induced many
members of the nobility to seek a ‘bourgeois’ livelihood. Property had
so much become the dominant criterion of a person’s status within
the system of 18th-century English society that ‘bourgeois’ status
hierarchies did not lag far behind the ‘feudal’ pecking order in
complexity.

The bourgeoisie of the Central European towns had more simple
structures. Mainz, for example, numbered 30,000 inhabitants at the
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Table 45:
Socio-professional stratification and distribution of wealth
in Paris (based on marriage contracts for 1749)!

Wealth (in ‘livres tournois’)
Soc.-prof. category 1 000— 10000~ | 100 000
<1000 | 5999 199999 |undmehr| TO@!
Wage lab. in crafts
and commerce, small 280 353 9 - 642
artisans 54.93 31.2 3.0 - 32.1
Master artisans and 72 357 120 - 549
merchants 14.1 31.6 39.2 - 27.4
Wealthy merchants 1 6 5 S 17
0.2 0.5 |. 1.6 9.1 0.9
- Domestic servants 94 245 29 2 370
18.4 21.7 9.5 3,6 18.5
Soldiers and petty 8 11 4 - 23
officers . 1.6 1.0 1.3 - 1.1
‘Bourgeois’? 55 155 116 .17 343
10.8 13.7 37.9 30.9 17.1
Nobility - 4 23 31 58
- 0.3 7.5 56.4 2.9
No. 510 1131 306 55 2002
% 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

!Not representative for population as a whole because most members of the
lower classes did not conclude a marriage contract. Thus for 1749 contracts
exist for 60.9% of the marriages; 2Professionals, officials, rentiers
3Percentages in italics

end of the 18th century and saw the rise of a' new stratum of wealthy
merchants and entrepreneurs. Yet their influence remained limited in
view of the still strongly corporatist social structures of the time. Only
in cities like Hamburg, Frankfurt and Berlin do we encounter a
bourgeoisie whose weight is comparable to that of Western Europe.
The concentration of wealth in these cities assumed considerable
proportions. In the second half of the 18th century Frankfurt had no
less than 183 families with assets of 300,000 guldens, with eight of
these being millionaires. But the traditional status system had not yet
lost its pull. Some 32 Frankfurt merchants acquired aristocratic titles
in the course of the I8th century. As Dr. med. Johann Christian
Senckenberg remarked mockingly: ‘Wealthy merchants obtain
ennoblement, blow up their cheeks and insist on being called
“Gracious Gentleman”. Once they held a yardstick in their hands;
now they have a feather on their hat, having fixed the feather which
they wore behind their ear to their hat.’ ‘And the farther we look
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towards Eastern Europe, the less significant was the ‘bourgeoisie’. In
1775 Russian merchants obtained a higher status than the ‘lesser
burghers’ who were taxed on a per capita basis. But they nevertheless
continued to be strictly limited in their freedom of movement in the
face of the power of Russia’s ‘state feudalism’.

However, only in those regions did the bourgeoisie genuinely leave
behind the feudal world where it moved into the production sphere
and succeeded in gaining control of it. The merchant capitalists and
Verleger, as we have seen, directed production from the distribution
sphere, and whenever there was a crisis they would be prone to retreat
to their trading activities. The final and decisive step was taken only
when they established a factory. Factories represented concentrations
of fixed capital; when they emerged, the production sphere came into
its own vis-a-vis the distribution sphere. Yet for this shift to occur, an
important precondition had to be fulfilled. It was not enough merely
to centralize production, if the existing mode of production was to be
changed. Rather it had to be supplemented by a specific way of
utilizing capital; capital had to be accumulated. It was notallowed to
consume profits or to transfer them to the distribution sphere; profits
had to be used for reinvestmentand for an increase of the capital stock
with the aim of expanding production. This type of economic
behaviour required, certain structural changes which have been
discussed above; but there is also a subjective context in which the
behaviour of the industrial capitalists must be seen. The system of
societal norms and values had to be favourable and possibly even
stimulating to an economic activity which was orientated towards
profit and the productive reinvestment of economic growth. The
same applied to the status system. Feudal society ascribed social
positions on the basis of birth and social origin. But this type of status
ascription was irreconcilable with social mobility without which a
class of industrial capitalists could not come into existence. Status
ascription had to be replaced by status achievement.

There can be little doubt that England had moved farthest from the
feudal system of status ascription. However, that system also began to
disappear, albeit slowly, on the European Continent, not-
withstanding various attempts at reversing this trend. But economic
activity was by no means-the highest societal value yet. European
society found itself in a period of upheaval in which several different
modes of production cutacross each other. Thisisalsoreflected in the
criss-crossing of norms, values and status patterns of different
countries. The farther a particular country had advanced on the road
towards industrial capitalism, the more the traditional system of
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norms and values had lost its former rigidity; the more was the
ascription of social positions within a feudal order being called into
question. Slowly the class societies of the 19th century began to take
shape within the framework of a capitalist-industrial economy,
which ultimately affected Western as well as East-Central Europe and
transformed even the landlords into a land-owning class. These
observations are not meant to imply that early modern Europe lacked
the elements of a class society. Pre-19th century European society was
:also organized according to the principle of labour and the
‘appropriation of labour. But this reality was veiled by the fact that the
mechanism of appropriation was not directly rooted in the
production process. This 1s why the stratification system of this
society could gain, tendencially at least, a degree of autonomy vis-a-
vis 1ts essential class character. However, this possibility began to
disappear increasingly from the 18th century onwards.



Conclusion

By the end of the 18th century agriculture was still clearly the most
important creator of national wealth in Europe. According to J.
Marczewski, the share of manufacturing in the physical national
product (i.e. agriculture plus manufacturing) was 27% for France in
1803/12, 37% for Britain in 1811 (in both cases at British prices).
Around 1800, some 65% of the Prussian working population was
employed in the primary sector, with a mere 20% working in the
secondary sector and 15% in the tertiary one. In Britain, by contrast,
only 35.9% of the working population were employed in agriculture,
forestry and the fishing industry. Manufacturing, on the other hand,
absorbed 29.7%. These figures demonstrate just how large the gap
between the British Isles and the Continental competitors had
become.

The British lead became a factor which accelerated the revolution
of the mode of production on the Continent. The more marked this
lead was, the less the putters-out and merchant capitalists on the

Continent could avoid taking over the technologies developed across
" the Channel and to enter the process of capitalist industrialization
aided by them. Any procrastination would only lead to domestic and
foreign markets being lost to their British competitors and to the
indigenous industries being obliterated. The existence of a world
market within which the production of manufactured goods occurred
made it imperative to industrialize. Yet, industrialization could take
place only in those regions in which favourable framework
conditions prevailed, and this meant:

(1) Whenever the ‘production factors’ labour, land and capital had
been freed from their hitherto feudal resp. collectivist constraints;i.e.
wherever there existed free labour in a formal sense and, as Max
Weber has putit, the free appropriation of all material goods as freely
disposable property by autonomous private enterprises.

(2) Wherever there existed general conditions of production in the
shape of a material, institutional and ‘human’ infrastructure, i.e. a
network of transport and communications, a legal system and
recruitable labour.
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(3) Wherever there were markets which were expanding and
capable of further expansion beyond the national frontiers and, above
all, inside these frontiers. Capitalist industrialization hence not only
amounted to a revolution of the mode of production, but was also
predicated on the sine qua non that the first transitional stage had
been achieved, i.e. that the feudal mode had already lost much of its
impact and that the capitalist mode had developed in embryo. Thus at
the end of this book the question is raised once again as to the forces
that wereat work during the period covered by it—a period which saw
the transformation of European feudalism and which wasat the same
time the formative period of European capitalism. The following
aspects are important here:

(1) The dynamic of the feudal mode of production which expressed
itself- in the long waves of European agricultural development
unleashed processes of accumulation and de-accumulation in the
countryside which, in certain circumstances, might turn into
processes of modification and even of transformation, unless the
balance of class forces or the intervention of the state blocked such
changes. There emerged a process of capitalist commercialization. It
took the form either of a peasant capitalism, like in Holland, or of a
large-scale land-owners’ capitalism, like in England. As a
consequence, the feudal mode of production began to disintegrate.
East-Central and Eastern Europe, on the other hand, moved in the
opposite diréction. There the re-feudalization of agrarian structures
prevented the emergence of an agrarian capitalism. It was only the
agrarian reforms of the late 18th and the 19th centuries which created
the preconditions of what might be called the ‘Prussian’ variant on
the path towards a capitalism in the countryside. Its basis was the
large-scale agricultural enterprise which had evolved from the
Vorwerk system.

(2) Merchant capital, which had initially been an integral part of
the feudal system, began to prise open the guild structures of
manufacturing andartisanal production once the pressure of demand
increased. Wherever the merchant capitalists found it impossible to
build up a production apparatus in the towns unhampered by guild
restrictions, they moved production to the countryside and expanded
it there on a large scale. In the countryside a labour potential had
grown up which, representing the reverse side of the accumulation
process described under (1) above, was the result of a process of de-
accumulation. This potential was thus merely waiting to be used. But
the merchant capitalists did not merely circumvent the policies of the
guilds which prevented economic growth by locating production
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outside the towns: they also externalized part of the production costs
by burdening the agricultural sector with them. Large segments of
the peasant population were in this way transformed into an
‘accumulation fund’ with which the merchant capitalists promoted
the accumulation process in their hands. By the same token, the
erosion of the feudal system was accelerated by them.

(3) The commercialization of agriculture, proto-industrialization
and, notleast, the disproportionate growth of the cities stimulated the
development of a domestic market which was to be of fundamental
importance for the triggering of industrialization. The more the
process of specialization advanced, the more the people who were
captured by this process were to become dependent on the market.
The more these same people were under a pressure to concentrate
their labour effort on the production for a market, the less they were
able to avoid covering a growing percentage of their needs through
purchases on the market. The market principle asserted itself; the
markets expanded.

(4) In this process of transformation which seized hold of the
societies of Europe, overseas expansion was to play an increasing
role; butit was by no means the factor which decided everything. Asis
demonstrated by the inclusion of peasant society in the process of
consumption and accumulation, the ‘inner Americas’ (I. Wallerstein)
had by no means reached their limits. The movements of the
European economy were not yet totally dominated by the nascent
capitalist world system. Its genesis was a central element of the
process of transformation; but it was not its determinant.

(5) Nor did the state act as the propellant behind the socio-
economic transformation; but its contradictions certainly furthered
this process. State taxes were initially an essential feature of a
centralized feudalism; yet the more these taxes reduced the scope for,
and superseded, the levy of feudal dues, the more they came into
conflict with the feudal system. The pressure to develop the
productive forces of society which moved the state’s economic policy-
making stimulated the growth of manufacturing and thus promoted
the emergence of social structures which could no longer be
integrated into the feudal system.

The French Revolution accelerated this transformation process,
but not without retarding it at the same time. Its main direction and
main consequence were ‘bourgeois and capitalist’ (B. Moore), once the
popular revolution of the sansculottes, the last great protagonists of a
‘moral economy’ of welfare, had been defeated. On the other hand, it
was in the countryside that this ‘bourgeois’ revolution suffered a
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serious defeat in its confrontation with that of the peasants: the
beginnings of an agrarian capitalism were stunted and reversed;
small-holding property emerged strengthened. Outside France, the
Revolution and the popular movements which were partly connected
with it forced governments into initiating reforms of the existing
institutional framework. In this way decisive prerequisites were
created for a thorough revolution of the mode of production. The
upswing of the 18th century ended in a crisis at the beginping of the
19th. But it was a crisis of a new kind, which had little in common
with those which had struck Europe from the late middle ages to the
17th century. Grain prices dropped, not because demand declined,
but because too much was being produced. Proto<industry lapsed
into agonies, not because markets for its goods disappeared, but
because it was unable to cope with the competition of factory
production. Pauperism was spreading, and for those affected by it the
transition from an agrarian capitalist feudal system permeated by
proto-industry to an industrial capitalism proved to be extremely
painful.
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contributions in: ibid. 3-5, 1955-1957 (Engl. transl. of these articles now in: Review 3.
1, 1979); see also B. Zientara, ‘Z zagadnieri spornych tzw. “wtdrnego poddaristwa’* w
Europie §r0dk0wej‘ [Some problems of the “second bondage’ in Central Europe], in:
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