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Foreword



EDWARD E. BAPTIST


Welcome to this collection of important documents and essays about the history of American capitalism. We hope you will find these to be useful supplements to courses on the history of capitalism in the United States and elsewhere. There is no one right way to read this book, and no one right way to use it as part of a course. We only hope that you will find these readings as illuminating as we have found them. Taken together, these are the bricks and mortar that allowed us to build more than a class about a specific subject, taught in a specific format. In fact, they have enabled us to shape our understandings of how capitalism has developed and changed and how it continues to change in the United States—and how those developments and changes shape lives, here and in the rest of the world.


As Louis Hyman explains in the first of the following readings, it is a strange but true fact that in the precise span of years during which the world watched the fall of North Atlantic capitalism’s greatest opponent—the state-run quasi-socialist political economies of the Soviet bloc—many academic historians stopped talking about capitalism. But even if the fish is unaware of the water it breathes, the fact that it has gills shapes everything about it. The growing system of capitalism—distinctive patterns of property ownership, work, trade, and investment—is what has given shape to U.S. history over the centuries. No major institution in the United States has been untouched by that system.


And given the power of the U.S. economy to shape world markets, and the power of the American government to make the rules of international trade and finance, and the attractiveness of the U.S. consumer market for overseas investors and manufacturers, and the attractiveness of American popular culture . . . well, you get the idea. American capitalism doesn’t just shape U.S. history, it shapes world history. Although the all-powerful degree of that influence is “new”—a post–World War II phenomenon—the fact of it began even before the first bag of Georgia cotton picked by enslaved African Americans reached the Liverpool docks. So the story told in these readings is, to some extent, the story of the world as a whole since 1776, when the United States became the first postcolonial economy to launch itself into the struggle to develop and achieve prosperity. American democracy and American capitalism have grown hand-in-hand.


Here are the mosaic pieces of the vast, chaotic, astonishing story that has followed in the years since 1776. We look forward to hearing, seeing, reading about, and understanding how you fit them together into your own coherent picture.


Ithaca, NY


March 2014





Why Study the History of Capitalism?



LOUIS HYMAN


Last spring, I received a phone call from a reporter at The New York Times. Since I have written a couple books on the history of American personal debt, the occasional inquiry from journalists was not out of place, but usually they want to hear about the five best financial tips for success, not “real” history.


This particular journalist, Jennifer Schuessler, asked me a very odd question: What does it mean to write the history of capitalism? I was dumbfounded. I paused. I asked her where she had even heard that term. She evaded the answer—“oh, it’s in the air”—but I began to tell her about where I thought the burgeoning subfield had come from, peppering my response with terms like “agency,” “contingency” and other history jargon. She told me she could translate.


As I spoke, I kept wondering why she cared. After all, The New York Times does not usually run stories on the subfields of academic disciplines, especially history. So you can imagine my surprise when I woke up the next Sunday and saw the front-page headline: “In History Departments, It’s Up With Capitalism.” For days, it was the most emailed story on the Times web site, with hundreds of people suddenly weighing in to comment on what capitalism meant.


The discussion forums were, in many ways, more revealing than the article itself. Internet trolls had their say, but I was much more struck by the forums’ threads of disagreement. Many readers pointed out what they thought all the scholars had missed or excluded, all in an effort to determine whether we were pro-corporate apologists funded by big money (no) or communist “fifth columnists” (a more interesting charge, but again, no).


For me, the ad hominem attacks were less telling than the fact that there was simply a fresh discussion of capitalism. For most of the readers who weighed in, capitalism is totally explained by either Karl Marx or Adam Smith (with the occasional John Maynard Keynes or Joseph Schumpeter tossed in). That is, capitalism is a system that can be universally explained through one theory or the other. Either you understand it or you do not. Either you read the right author or you are an ignoramus. In this view, the history of capitalism is simply the logical unfolding of a natural law, like an apple falling from a tree. As one reader put it, “a history of capitalism would be as revelatory as a ‘history of gravity.’ ”


If only events befell us as predictably as Isaac Newton’s proverbial apple. History is not about proving a universal theory, but seeing how change occurs over time. As a scholarly practice, history is about explaining how events actually played out, with all their attendant unruliness. The essential problem is not to primly define capitalism like a schoolmarm, but to think about why capitalism, which appears to be so simple, evades easy definitions. And in the last decade, there has been a renewed interest among historians in not only challenging existing definitions, but in historicizing that very untidiness (much to the consternation of nominalists everywhere).


As the United States emerges from the most severe financial crisis since the Great Depression, the sudden urgency is not difficult to understand. Booms and busts buffet us with alarming frequency. But it is important to note that the term “history of capitalism” began to assume a currency in the historical profession sometime in the mid-2000s, between the tech crash and the Great Recession. While the recession has sparked renewed interest from the public, the new work preceded 2008 and marked an important shift that was not just intellectual but generational.


For two generations, almost no historians who wanted to make a name for themselves worked on economic questions. New Left scholars of the 1960s and 1970s emphasized movements that fought for social change (labor, women’s, and African-American rights). The postmodern shift of the 1980s and 1990s pushed traditional subjects of economic history out of the field, and with it the stillborn subfield of cliometrics—a quantitative approach to economic history. If a scholar wrote about the history of business, or even worse, businessmen, he or she seemed to betray right-wing tendencies. If you wrote about actual businesses, many on the left felt it was only to celebrate their leaders, the way that most historians wrote celebratory histories of the oppressed. Some stalwarts remained (of all political persuasions), but on the whole, they were marginalized.


By contrast, for the generation of graduate students that came of age in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the world looked very different. Social movements had either won—or lost—decades earlier. Radical reform, in the midst of seemingly unending economic stagnation, seemed a fantasy. Most importantly, American capitalism, as of 1989, had beaten Soviet communism. The either/or distinctions of the Cold War seemed less relevant. The questions that motivated so much of social history seemed naïve. The old question “Why is there no socialism in America?” became “Why do we even talk about socialism at all, since we are in America?” We knew endless amounts about deviationist Trotskyites but nothing about hegemonic bankers.


This gap came from the belief that there was very little to know. Alfred Chandler’s The Visible Hand was the only business history book most American graduate students of history continued to read. And it reaffirmed everything that the New Left thought about capitalism: that it was inevitable, mechanical, efficient, and boring. Capitalists operated with an inexorable logic, whereas the rest of us were “contingent agents” pursuing our free will. If pressed, few scholars would have put this assumption in these words, but it colored the questions that people asked. “Hegemony,” a term appropriated from Antonio Gramsci by cultural studies scholars in the 1970s, became diluted into silly analyses of advertising. In some sense, historians believed that they “got it” when they read Marx or Smith, and there was nothing much left to say.


My generation was shaped by all of those New Left social movement historians, taking race/gender/class as the essential lens. Business archives look very different when you are trained by reading Judith Butler. Banks look different when you approach them like Michel Foucault. This type of history starts by assuming that people on the margins matter, that culture is essential, and that questions of gender and racial power cannot be divorced from questions of class. Capitalism must be written from margin to center, to borrow a title from bell hooks. This history, however, must be written, even if the people we write about are not our heroes (something my generation never really had).


When capitalist institutions such as banks and corporations are treated as real places filled with real people, the stories begin to change. The imperatives of profit remain, but the choices of how to make that profit, if at all, begin to look much less inevitable. Moreover, it becomes impossible to ignore the ways in which those choices are shaped, not only by inter-firm competition, but also by culture and politics. Though important, profit becomes only one factor among many guiding the choices of executives, whose decisions matter more than perhaps anyone’s in determining our everyday lives, especially for those on the bottom.


In short, scholars like me, who would become historians of capitalism, came to it backwards. As an undergraduate at Columbia, my labor history class with Joshua Freeman was standing-room-only in a large auditorium. By contrast, when I took a class on the history of capitalism as an undergraduate with J. W. Smit, there were only four students. He was amazing, but such courses were far outside the norm. When my undergraduate thesis advisor, Elizabeth Blackmar, told me I should stop studying labor and start studying capital (my thesis was on the radical collision of syndicalism and prohibition in the “No Beer, No Work” movement of 1919), I looked at her as if she were an alien. She was right, but only over time, in graduate school, did I realize that to understand the history of labor, I really needed to understand the history of capital.


Nearly everyone I know who now identifies as a historian of capitalism had a similar awakening. Kim Phillips-Fein, a historian of business leaders, supply-siders and financial crises, trenchantly wrote that “in another generation we would all have been labor historians.” As graduate students, we felt isolated from the normal kinds of projects that excluded business and finance. We found each other haphazardly, often in archives, when we asked each other about our work. I first met Julia Ott, now my long-term collaborator, while we were waiting out a thunderstorm at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. I had not met a self-described “financial historian” before I met her, and it sounded like the most boring thing in the world. But later, as I started to write more about bond markets, I began to think of myself as one, too (and neither of us is that boring). Still, when I told people in the early 2000s that I worked on the history of personal debt, the response I most often received was a glassy-eyed stare of boredom. (Before the crash, no one wanted to talk about mortgage-backed securities. Trust me.)


Friendship begot friendship, even across generations, as people who felt isolated in the 1980s and 1990s, such as Blackmar and Richard John, now found themselves serving as the bridge to older historiographies of political economy that took the power of capitalist institutions seriously. Historians who had been working on these questions for years saw a surge in interest. Conferences, small ones at first, organized by graduate students, became slowly bigger, until the 2012 national American history conference had “Frontiers of Capitalism and Democracy” as its main theme.


Simply showing that capitalism had changed over time is in itself a major shift, as the responses in the discussion forums of The New York Times reminded me. Capitalism is not the end of history—as Francis Fukuyama famously put it at the end of the Cold War—it is our history. The changes in capitalism demand explanation. Even in just our lifetimes, we have seen how basic processes of capitalism, like work and investment, have been altered by policy, culture and invention. Topics such as inequality, unemployment, and debt crowd our newspapers and blogs.


Key to all of this was the curious divide between economists and historians, who would seem to naturally share our interest in economic history. By the 1990s, economists held enormous sway in academe, with their robust models, high salaries, and public profiles. Americans, at least in elite forums, actually listened to them. We humanists ceded the public sphere, retreating to obscure journals but confident that critical theory was still much hipper than math, even if the White House did not call us.


The voices of dissent from the market orthodoxy suddenly found new opportunities after the Great Recession. After years of economic stagnation in the United States, we can no longer blindly accept the hypothesis that the free market is efficient in the long run. Opinions that flourished on the margins could now acquire a currency in the middle. As historians love to observe, most economists have failed to provide an explanation that makes sense to people. Stories, in most situations, are more powerful than regressions. Historians clearly should triumph over economists; after all, Americans hate math as much as they love the History Channel.


Yet historians have failed in their attempt to teach this lesson to a broader public. Readers love stories, but the narratives that we have provided about capitalism have been all but ignored. Some historians are still trying to impress people with clever jargon. Others cling to the puffed-up language of Marxism, or think that to discuss how the economy works is to countenance its operations, as if we become apologists whenever we discuss anything controversial. Mostly, the problem is less one of politics than imagination. We have not fully recognized that the stakes have changed. We are living in a time of tremendous possibility to fashion new ways of explaining the economy.


The history of capitalism certainly uses statistics (and well it should), but what makes it compelling are its stories of real people doing things—sometimes really risky things. Policymakers decide to change regulations. Business leaders take risks in bold ventures. Workers actually manage to resist huge corporations. Economic theory, for instance, would tell us that depressions are the worst time to strike and organize. Yet the Flint Sit-Down Strike of 1936 took place in the middle of the Great Depression. A group of auto workers took on and won a strike against General Motors, then the most powerful corporation in the world. That reality, more than any theory, is what makes the history of capitalism different from economic history. What matters most is what cannot be entirely predicted. In this sense, the most compelling history is about entrepreneurs who challenge market equilibrium and common sense.


Nearly all of our economic theories about development emerge from our histories of capitalist growth over the past five hundred years. Only by understanding capitalism’s development can we hope to spur development in emerging economies and steer developed economies onto a path of sustainable growth. Above all else, historians must remind us all that things change, even capitalism. In some sense, this idea is more radical than any millenarian communist tract. While the basic rules of capitalism might appear fixed (excess profits ought to be invested, work needs to be organized, and private property needs protecting), the forms that are possible are quite endless.


Even in the last two centuries, just in our country, the varieties of capitalism reveal how truly protean even simple ideas like “investment” can be. For example, the riskiest investments of the early nineteenth century were factories, while normal investment went into merchant ventures. The trip could be insured. Multiple friends (and it was always personal) could be brought together to split a ship and a cargo, and after the trip, the ship could be sold and the profits divided. How could a factory be divided? When would its “trip” end? The longtime horizons just seemed too risky. If you wanted to invest in production, the safe bet was not factories, but slaves. Slaves could work. Slaves could have children. With the expanding frontier, slaves could be profitably sold. If one wanted to borrow money, slaves could be easily mortgaged, or even securitized. That factories, which we now think embody conservative capitalist investment, were in some sense the wild fringe of the 1820s and 1830s complicates everything we think we know about capitalism.


New Left historians knew this bit of history as well as we do. The difference is less one of fact than one of interpretation. In this sense, the “history of capitalism” is perhaps less of a break than of a continuity with the New Left historiography—as much as every new generation likes to overthrow the last. Agency still matters to us, but we confine it to the powerful few who shaped commerce and industry. We ask more questions about firms, which still have power today, than about movements, which do not. Agency, when we see it, is a problem to explain rather than an assumption.


Would we wish that modern capitalism had evolved in some other way? Of course. But the historian’s task is to confront sober reality, not fashion heroic sagas. In our reality, ordinary people can make real changes only under extraordinary circumstances. The Flint Sit-down strike can happen, but rather than make it just another case of everyday agency, it should be understood as something special so that its lessons can be understood and applied. Luckily, archives always offer more instruction in the specificity of the past, even as they push us to question our assumptions about how capitalism works. Choices were and are made every day, if not by everyone, determining not only capitalism’s past but its future as well. The history of capitalism is not a fad, but something that we should think about, so that we can make better choices—when we have them—in the future.





PART I
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CAPITALISM COMES TO AMERICA





MODULE 1





ECONOMIES BEFORE CAPITALISM





The Wealth of Nations (1776)
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ADAM SMITH


The Wealth of Nations is the origin of Western economic thought. Every thinker since Smith has been forced to engage with his foundational ideas about division of labor, productive investment, and trade. In Smith we see the roots of both Marxism and mainstream economics. Smith’s belief in manufacturing broke with Continental ideas which held that value could only come from cultivating land. Instead, he distinguishes laborers who add value to a commodity from other laborers, like “menial servants,” who do not. Another major insight is that productivity can be increased by either hiring more workers or providing workers with better machines. Both choices require more capital to be invested, but the possibilities for increasing the productivity of manufacturing are much greater than those for agriculture. In this way, Smith sees the future of wealth in nations that manufacture, not in ones that simply grow crops.


BOOK I: Of the Causes of Improvement in the Productive Powers of Labour, and of the Order According to which its produce is Naturally Distributed Among the Different Ranks of the People


CHAPTER I: Of the Division of Labour


The greatest improvements in the productive powers of labour, and the greater part of the skill, dexterity, and judgment, with which it is anywhere directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of the division of labour. The effects of the division of labour, in the general business of society, will be more easily understood, by considering in what manner it operates in some particular manufactures. It is commonly supposed to be carried furthest in some very trifling ones; not perhaps that it really is carried further in them than in others of more importance: but in those trifling manufactures which are destined to supply the small wants of but a small number of people, the whole number of workmen must necessarily be small; and those employed in every different branch of the work can often be collected into the same workhouse, and placed at once under the view of the spectator.


In those great manufactures, on the contrary, which are destined to supply the great wants of the great body of the people, every different branch of the work employs so great a number of workmen, that it is impossible to collect them all into the same workhouse. We can seldom see more, at one time, than those employed in one single branch. Though in such manufactures, therefore, the work may really be divided into a much greater number of parts, than in those of a more trifling nature, the division is not near so obvious, and has accordingly been much less observed.


To take an example, therefore, from a very trifling manufacture, but one in which the division of labour has been very often taken notice of, the trade of a pin-maker: a workman not educated to this business (which the division of labour has rendered a distinct trade), nor acquainted with the use of the machinery employed in it (to the invention of which the same division of labour has probably given occasion), could scarce, perhaps, with his utmost industry, make one pin in a day, and certainly could not make twenty. But in the way in which this business is now carried on, not only the whole work is a peculiar trade, but it is divided into a number of branches, of which the greater part are likewise peculiar trades. One man draws out the wire; another straights it; a third cuts it; a fourth points it; a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the head; to make the head requires two or three distinct operations; to put it on is a peculiar business; to whiten the pins is another; it is even a trade by itself to put them into the paper; and the important business of making a pin is, in this manner, divided into about eighteen distinct operations, which, in some manufactories, are all performed by distinct hands, though in others the same man will sometimes perform two or three of them. I have seen a small manufactory of this kind, where ten men only were employed, and where some of them consequently performed two or three distinct operations. But though they were very poor, and therefore but indifferently accommodated with the necessary machinery, they could, when they exerted themselves, make among them about twelve pounds of pins in a day. There are in a pound upwards of four thousand pins of a middling size. Those ten persons, therefore, could make among them upwards of forty-eight thousand pins in a day. Each person, therefore, making a tenth part of forty-eight thousand pins, might be considered as making four thousand eight hundred pins in a day. But if they had all wrought separately and independently, and without any of them having been educated to this peculiar business, they certainly could not each of them have made twenty, perhaps not one pin in a day; that is, certainly, not the two hundred and fortieth, perhaps not the four thousand eight hundredth, part of what they are at present capable of performing, in consequence of a proper division and combination of their different operations.


In every other art and manufacture, the effects of the division of labour are similar to what they are in this very trifling one, though, in many of them, the labour can neither be so much subdivided, nor reduced to so great a simplicity of operation. The division of labour, however, so far as it can be introduced, occasions, in every art, a proportionable increase of the productive powers of labour.


[ . . . ] It is the great multiplication of the productions of all the different arts, in consequence of the division of labour, which occasions, in a well-governed society, that universal opulence which extends itself to the lowest ranks of the people. Every workman has a great quantity of his own work to dispose of beyond what he himself has occasion for; and every other workman being exactly in the same situation, he is enabled to exchange a great quantity of his own goods for a great quantity or, what comes to the same thing, for the price of a great quantity of theirs. He supplies them abundantly with what they have occasion for, and they accommodate him as amply with what he has occasion for, and a general plenty diffuses itself through all the different ranks of the society.


Compared, indeed, with the more extravagant luxury of the great, his accommodation must no doubt appear extremely simple and easy; and yet it may be true, perhaps, that the accommodation of an European prince does not always so much exceed that of an industrious and frugal peasant, as the accommodation of the latter exceeds that of many an African king, the absolute masters of the lives and liberties of ten thousand naked savages. [ . . . ]


CHAPTER II: Of the Principle which gives Occasion to the Division of Labour


This division of labour, from which so many advantages are derived, is not originally the effect of any human wisdom, which foresees and intends that general opulence to which it gives occasion. It is the necessary, though very slow and gradual, consequence of a certain propensity in human nature, which has in view no such extensive utility; the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another.


Whether this propensity be one of those original principles in human nature, of which no further account can be given, or whether, as seems more probable, it be the necessary consequence of the faculties of reason and speech, it belongs not to our present subject to inquire.


Two greyhounds, in running down the same hare, have sometimes the appearance of acting in some sort of concert. Each turns her towards his companion, or endeavours to intercept her when his companion turns her towards himself. This, however, is not the effect of any contract, but of the accidental concurrence of their passions in the same object at that particular time. Nobody ever saw a dog make a fair and deliberate exchange of one bone for another with another dog. Nobody ever saw one animal, by its gestures and natural cries signify to another, this is mine, that yours; I am willing to give this for that. Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this. Give me that which I want, and you shall have this which you want, is the meaning of every such offer; and it is in this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good offices which we stand in need of. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity, but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities, but of their advantages.


The difference of natural talents in different men, is, in reality, much less than we are aware of; and the very different genius which appears to distinguish men of different professions, when grown up to maturity, is not upon many occasions so much the cause, as the effect of the division of labour. The difference between the most dissimilar characters, between a philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise not so much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education. When they came in to the world, and for the first six or eight years of their existence, they were, perhaps, very much alike, and neither their parents nor play-fellows could perceive any remarkable difference. About that age, or soon after, they come to be employed in very different occupations. The difference of talents comes then to be taken notice of, and widens by degrees, till at last the vanity of the philosopher is willing to acknowledge scarce any resemblance. But without the disposition to truck, barter, and exchange, every man must have procured to himself every necessary and conveniency of life which he wanted. All must have had the same duties to perform, and the same work to do, and there could have been no such difference of employment as could alone give occasion to any great difference of talents.


As it is this disposition which forms that difference of talents, so remarkable among men of different professions, so it is this same disposition which renders that difference useful. Those different tribes of animals, however, though all of the same species are of scarce any use to one another. The strength of the mastiff is not in the least supported either by the swiftness of the greyhound, or by the sagacity of the spaniel, or by the docility of the shepherd’s dog. The effects of those different geniuses and talents, for want of the power or disposition to barter and exchange, cannot be brought into a common stock, and do not in the least contribute to the better accommodation and conveniency of the species. Each animal is still obliged to support and defend itself, separately and independently, and derives no sort of advantage from that variety of talents with which nature has distinguished its fellows. Among men, on the contrary, the most dissimilar geniuses are of use to one another; the different produces of their respective talents, by the general disposition to truck, barter, and exchange, being brought, as it were, into a common stock, where every man may purchase whatever part of the produce of other men’s talents he has occasion for.


Book II: Of the Nature, Accumulation, and Employment of Stock


Chapter III: Of the Accumulation of Capital, or of Productive and Unproductive Labour


There is one sort of labour which adds to the value of the subject upon which it is bestowed: there is another which has no such effect. The former, as it produces a value, may be called productive; the latter, unproductive labour. Thus the labour of a manufacturer adds, generally, to the value of the materials which he works upon, that of his own maintenance, and of his master’s profit. The labour of a menial servant, on the contrary, adds to the value of nothing.


We are more industrious than our forefathers; because in the present times the funds destined for the maintenance of industry are much greater in proportion to those which are likely to be employed in the maintenance of idleness than they were two or three centuries ago. Our ancestors were idle for want of a sufficient encouragement to industry. It is better, says the proverb, to play for nothing than to work for nothing.


The annual produce of the land and labour of any nation can be increased in its value by no other means but by increasing either the number of its productive labourers, or the productive powers of those labourers who had before been employed. The number of its productive labourers, it is evident, can never be much increased, but in consequence of an increase of capital, or of the funds destined for maintaining them. The productive powers of the same number of labourers cannot be increased, but in consequence either of some addition and improvement to those machines and instruments which facilitate and abridge labour; or of a more proper division and distribution of employment. In either case an additional capital is almost always required. It is by means of an additional capital only that the undertaker of any work can either provide his workmen with better machinery or make a more proper distribution of employment among them.


Questions


1. Why is division of labor possible?


2. What distinguishes a productive use of capital from an unproductive use of capital?


3. Why can manufacturing expand more, in Smith’s mind, than agriculture?


4. Do you think you would enjoy pin making more or less if you were a pinmaker using division of labor? Would you enjoy your overall existence more or less?


5. Smith points to trade as one of the key differences between humans and animals. How does he make his argument?


6. Smith’s account is largely about individual producers exchanging goods. Why do you think that his vision of the economy does not include firms? How might this story change with larger businesses?


7. Does Smith believe that talent is innate or learned? What does this mean for division of labor? What does this mean about the justice of inequality?


8. Selfishness is not usually thought of as a virtue, yet for Smith it results in virtuous outcomes. Does this imply that selfishness is not in fact unvirtuous?


9. How does Smith justify the existence of peasants in a wealthy country?





The Communist Manifesto (1848)
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KARL MARX AND FRIEDRICH ENGELS


By the early 1830s, the process of industrialization, which had allowed capitalism to take hold of British society and start it on a process of continual transformation, had made Britain the wealthiest and most powerful country in the world. For some in the new working class of the factory towns and cities, life in what the poet and early critic of industrialization William Blake called “the dark Satanic mills” was indeed a process of brutalization and exploitation. The disruption of traditional agricultural society and the increasing adherence of some to the idea that the market was the measure of all things meant that community support for the poor decreased. This happened just as uncertainty and the migration to cities separated many from agricultural societies’ kinship networks and other ways of cushioning economic uncertainty. Disease and malnutrition, along with child labor, persistent homelessness, and crime were thus shocking and newly prominent features of life in working places like the factory towns around Manchester, or the slums of London and Liverpool.


Many in the United States hoped that America would experience the tremendous economic growth that Britain enjoyed without the social costs. Some looked at rapidly growing urban centers like New York, or factory towns in the New England textile belt, and worried about what they saw. They perceived not only poverty and exploitation but also disquieting social changes as well: the arrival of immigrants from Europe, many of them Catholic and many non-English-speakers; the breakdown of traditional family authority as daughters and sons left the rural economy and went to earn a wage; the rise of nonmarital sexual commerce in the prostitution districts that sprang up wherever the newly wealthy bourgeoisie crossed paths with destitute women. Some of the critics of social change believed that the solution was social reform. Many believed that such reforms could be accomplished by religious conversion, which would inspire more moral behavior. A new wave of evangelization, led by both men and women, swept across the United States between the 1820s and the 1840s. From that wave grew numerous organizations designed to inspire temperance in the consumption of alcohol, to save prostitutes by giving them Bibles, and also to persuade Northerners of the evils of slavery in the South. Some among this upswelling of reformers would eventually move into still more radical orbits, becoming critics of basic social institutions like marriage, or arguing for the equality of men and women, pacifism, major dietary reforms, or immediate abolition of slavery.


Meanwhile, western European countries like France, Belgium, and the various states of Germany (which would not be fully unified under one government until 1871) were also beginning to experience industrialization. By the 1830s, textile mills and other elements of the factory system, for instance, were appearing in the cities of the Rhine Valley, where a young man from the German city of Trier named Karl Marx was attending college. Marx would be the driving intellectual force behind The Communist Manifesto. In the course of his law studies at the universities of Bonn and Berlin, he became embroiled in the debates of radical German political and philosophical circles. By the early 1840s, he had become fascinated with the emergence of the factory system. In some ways, studying the history and analyzing the characteristics of industrial capitalism would occupy him for the rest of his life. In 1843, he moved to Paris, where he became close friends with Friedrich Engels, the son of a wealthy German who, ironically, owned a cotton textile factory in Manchester. Engels was soon sent to Manchester to work at (and later manage) the factory. Eventually he would use some of its earnings to subsidize Marx’s writing. But that would all be after 1848.


In the meantime, Engels studied conditions in the British textile mills and wrote a book called The Condition of the English Working Class (1845), which is still one of the best studies of life during early industrialization. After returning to Paris, he and Marx next moved to Brussels. There they began to organize what they hoped would be a radical movement to overthrow the industrial bourgeoisie and establish a new society and government all across western Europe, one led by the industrial working class and holding property in common. This “Communist” society, they hoped, would lead humanity into a new golden era that combined the hopes of political and social equality that were so important to many with egalitarian sharing of the prosperity that derived from the productive energies of industrialization. Marx and Engels published the Manifesto, which explained the analysis, the principles, and the hopes of radical Communists, in February 1848. Shortly afterward, a revolution broke out in France, and soon it spread to much of the rest of western Europe. Authorities were looking for Marx, along with many other radicals. He eventually found asylum in London, where he spent most of the rest of his life. Over the next thirty-odd years he would write many things, including journalistic commentary on the American Civil War, and volumes of analysis of economics and history that we now know by the titles Grundrisse and Capital, volumes 1–3.


Marx and Engels probably hoped that the 1848 uprisings against traditional rulers, which anyone could have seen were on the horizon during the months when the two of them were writing the Manifesto, would become a class revolution in which the industrial workers would rise up and take the reins of western European societies. That did not happen, and even the defenders of Communism as an idea and an intellectual tradition would probably concede that in some ways it has never happened. So, why should you read The Communist Manifesto? Well, for one thing, it is one of the most important documents in human history. It helped launch the movement that became capitalism’s biggest challenger and most serious alternative. And although the Marxism-Leninism of the old Soviet bloc now appears to be dead and buried, the Manifesto also contains some powerfully accurate criticisms of industrial capitalism. Marx and Engels were probably right to argue that crises of overproduction, driven by the enhanced technological capacity of the factory system (and the workers who toiled to supply it with raw materials, in the case of the American South’s cotton-making slave-labor camps), were in turn driving a series of historical crises. The Manifesto was also on target when it argued that the emergence of industrial production was one of the most profound transformations in human history.


Although not everyone would agree with the criticisms the Manifesto offered, much less the solutions it proposed, many others agreed with at least some portion of it. Much of its proposed program has been adopted at one point or another by various societies and governments around the globe. Alexander Hamilton and Henry Clay, for instance, had already built their political careers in the United States on the advocacy of central banks and government support of internal improvements that would facilitate commerce and communication. By the early twentieth century, most Western governments had adopted some kind of inheritance tax—as the Manifesto suggests—in order to keep capital from stagnating in the hands of a few families who would have no incentive to invest it in truly entrepreneurial or socially beneficial ways. And many people have begun to think about human history along some of the lines proposed by Marx and Engels. Like it or not, the way that the Manifesto proposes we view human social, cultural, economic, and political development has shaped us all. Thinking about the human past as a series of struggles over economic resources, and thinking about processes of production as generators of particular forms of social and cultural order—these are things we now do “naturally,” whether we are leftist, rightist, or somewhere in between. In fact, it was not until the Manifesto was published that people began to call the massive economic forces that were reshaping human history by the one name “capitalism.” So in some ways, The Communist Manifesto is the earliest history of capitalism.


*  *  *


The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.


Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.


In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.


The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.


Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct feature: it has simplified class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other—Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.


From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the chartered burghers of the earliest towns. From these burgesses the first elements of the bourgeoisie were developed.


The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the colonisation of America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid development.


The feudal system of industry, in which industrial production was monopolised by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing wants of the new markets. The manufacturing system took its place. [ . . . ]


Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. Even manufacture no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolutionised industrial production. The place of manufacture was taken by the giant, Modern Industry; the place of the industrial middle class by industrial millionaires, the leaders of the whole industrial armies, the modern bourgeois.


Modern industry has established the world market, for which the discovery of America paved the way. This market has given an immense development to commerce, to navigation, to communication by land. This development has, in its turn, reacted on the extension of industry; and in proportion as industry, commerce, navigation, railways extended, in the same proportion the bourgeoisie developed, increased its capital, and pushed into the background every class handed down from the Middle Ages.


We see, therefore, how the modern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a long course of development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of production and of exchange. [ . . . ]


The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural superiors,” and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment”. It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom—Free Trade. In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.


The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage labourers.


The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the family relation to a mere money relation.


[ . . . ] It has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades.


The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind. The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere.


The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature.


[ . . . ] In one word, it creates a world after its own image.


The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together. [ . . . ]


Modern bourgeois society, with its relations of production, of exchange and of property, a society that has conjured up such gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like the sorcerer who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by his spells. [ . . . ]The conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeoisie get over these crises? On the one hand by enforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones. That is to say, by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive crises, and by diminishing the means whereby crises are prevented. [ . . . ]


In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the same proportion is the proletariat, the modern working class, developed—a class of labourers, who live only so long as they find work, and who find work only so long as their labour increases capital. These labourers, who must sell themselves piecemeal, are a commodity, like every other article of commerce, and are consequently exposed to all the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the market.


Owing to the extensive use of machinery, and to the division of labour, the work of the proletarians has lost all individual character, and, consequently, all charm for the workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine, and it is only the most simple, most monotonous, and most easily acquired knack, that is required of him. Hence, the cost of production of a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to the means of subsistence that he requires for maintenance, and for the propagation of his race. But the price of a commodity, and therefore also of labour, is equal to its cost of production. In proportion, therefore, as the repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage decreases. Nay more, in proportion as the use of machinery and division of labour increases, in the same proportion the burden of toil also increases, whether by prolongation of the working hours, by the increase of the work exacted in a given time or by increased speed of machinery, etc.


Modern Industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal master into the great factory of the industrial capitalist. Masses of labourers, crowded into the factory, are organised like soldiers. As privates of the industrial army they are placed under the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and sergeants. Not only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois State [ . . . ] The less the skill and exertion of strength implied in manual labour, in other words, the more modern industry becomes developed, the more is the labour of men superseded by that of women. Differences of age and sex have no longer any distinctive social validity for the working class. All are instruments of labour, more or less expensive to use, according to their age and sex.


[ . . . ] But with the development of industry, the proletariat not only increases in number; it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels that strength more. The various interests and conditions of life within the ranks of the proletariat are more and more equalised, in proportion as machinery obliterates all distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces wages to the same low level. The growing competition among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial crises, make the wages of the workers ever more fluctuating. The increasing improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood more and more precarious; the collisions between individual workmen and individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions between two classes. Thereupon, the workers begin to form combinations (Trades’ Unions) against the bourgeois; they club together in order to keep up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make provision beforehand for these occasional revolts. Here and there, the contest breaks out into riots.


Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of their battles lies, not in the immediate result, but in the ever expanding union of the workers. This union is helped on by the improved means of communication that are created by modern industry, and that place the workers of different localities in contact with one another. It was just this contact that was needed to centralise the numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national struggle between classes. But every class struggle is a political struggle. [ . . . ]


Altogether collisions between the classes of the old society further, in many ways, the course of development of the proletariat. The bourgeoisie finds itself involved in a constant battle. At first with the aristocracy; later on, with those portions of the bourgeoisie itself, whose interests have become antagonistic to the progress of industry; at all time with the bourgeoisie of foreign countries. In all these battles, it sees itself compelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for help, and thus, to drag it into the political arena. The bourgeoisie itself, therefore, supplies the proletariat with its own elements of political and general education, in other words, it furnishes the proletariat with weapons for fighting the bourgeoisie.


[ . . . ]The essential conditions for the existence and for the sway of the bourgeois class is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital is wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition between the labourers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by the revolutionary combination, due to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable. [ . . . ]


The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degree, all capital from the bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organised as the ruling class; and to increase the total productive forces as rapidly as possible.


Of course, in the beginning, this cannot be effected except by means of despotic inroads on the rights of property, and on the conditions of bourgeois production; by means of measures, therefore, which appear economically insufficient and untenable, but which, in the course of the movement, outstrip themselves, necessitate further inroads upon the old social order, and are unavoidable as a means of entirely revolutionising the mode of production.


These measures will, of course, be different in different countries.


Nevertheless, in most advanced countries, the following will be pretty generally applicable.


1. Abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public purposes.


2. A heavy progressive or graduated income tax.


3. Abolition of all rights of inheritance.


4. Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels.


5. Centralisation of credit in the hands of the state, by means of a national bank with State capital and an exclusive monopoly.


6. Centralisation of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the State.


7. Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the State; the bringing into cultivation of waste-lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in accordance with a common plan.


8. Equal liability of all to work. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for agriculture.


9. Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of all the distinction between town and country by a more equable distribution of the populace over the country.


10. Free education for all children in public schools. Abolition of children’s factory labour in its present form. Combination of education with industrial production, &c, &c.


[ . . . ] Political power, properly so called, is merely the organised power of one class for oppressing another. If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by the force of circumstances, to organise itself as a class, if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old conditions of production, then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class.


In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.


Questions


1. Sketch out the path of economic development under capitalism, according to Marx and Engels.


2. Consider the first line from the Manifesto: “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” To what extent do you agree or disagree, and why?


3. Who are the classes in industrial capitalism, how did they originate, and what is their supposed future?


4. The Communist Manifesto has a special place and special praise for those “elements” of the ruling class who come over to the side of the revolutionary proletariat. Who are Marx and Engels talking about when they write that?


5. What is the role of America, whether the United States or the Americas in general, in the argument made by The Communist Manifesto?


6. Are historical events inevitable? What about broad structural shifts and movements?


7. How would Marx interpret globalization today? Does globalization fit with his schema for the future of capitalism?


8. Would Marx have been surprised that the “Communist” revolutions ultimately took place outside of Europe and the U.S., in predominantly peasant economies (e.g., Russia and China)?





A Farewell to Alms: A Brief Economic History of the World (2007)
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GREGORY CLARK


Gregory Clark’s very controversial A Farewell to Alms received extensive criticism because it seems to depict the Industrial Revolution as something produced by a behavioral change. The section we excerpt here is on the pre-industrial world, however. It begins from the basic fact that for most human beings, life after the beginning of the age of agriculture was actually worse than life in the Stone Age. But it also suggests that while the change in (some) human economies after 1800 is dramatic, the roots of the change originate long before, in the slow, barely observed processes of change in human attitudes that provided the setup for innovation and the investment to make innovation tell in the years of the Industrial Revolution.


The basic outline of world economic history is surprisingly simple. Indeed it can be summarized in one diagram: Figure 1.1. Before 1800 income per person—the food, clothing, heat, light, and housing available per head—varied across societies and epochs. But there was no upward trend. A simple but powerful mechanism, [ . . . ] the Malthusian Trap, ensured that short-term gains in income through technological advances were inevitably lost through population growth.


Thus the average person in the world of 1800 was no better off than the average person of 100,000 BC. Indeed in 1800 the bulk of the world’s population was poorer than their remote ancestors. The lucky denizens of wealthy societies such as eighteenth-century England or the Netherlands managed a material lifestyle equivalent to that of the Stone Age. But the vast swath of humanity in East and South Asia, particularly in China and Japan, eked out a living under conditions probably significantly poorer than those of cavemen.


The quality of life also failed to improve on any other observable dimension. Life expectancy was no higher in 1800 than for hunter-gatherers: thirty to thirty-five years. Stature, a measure both of the quality of diet and of children’s exposure to disease, was higher in the Stone Age than in 1800. And while foragers satisfy their material wants with small amounts of work, the modest comforts of the English in 1800 were purchased only through a life of unrelenting drudgery. Nor did the variety of material consumption improve. The average forager had a diet, and a work life, much more varied than the typical English worker of 1800, even though the English table by then included such exotics as tea, pepper, and sugar.






[image: Images]

Figure 1.1: World economic history in one picture. Incomes rose sharply in many countries after 1800 but declined in others.








[ . . . ] The Industrial Revolution, a mere two hundred years ago, changed forever the possibilities for material consumption. Incomes per person began to undergo sustained growth in a favored group of countries. The richest modern economies are now ten to twenty times wealthier than the 1800 average. Moreover the biggest beneficiary of the Industrial Revolution has so far been the unskilled. There have been benefits aplenty for the typically wealthy owners of land or capital, and for the educated. But industrialized economies saved their best gifts for the poorest.


Prosperity, however, has not come to all societies. Material consumption in some countries, mainly in sub-Saharan Africa, is now well below the preindustrial norm. Countries such as Malawi or Tanzania would be better off in material terms had they never had contact with the industrialized world and instead continued in their preindustrial state. Modern medicine, airplanes, gasoline, computers—the whole technological cornucopia of the past two hundred years—have succeeded there in producing among the lowest material living standards ever experienced. These African societies have remained trapped in the Malthusian era, where technological advances merely produce more people and living standards are driven down to subsistence. But modern medicine has reduced the material minimum required for subsistence to a level far below that of the Stone Age. Just as the Industrial Revolution reduced income inequalities within societies, it has increased them between societies, in a process recently labeled the Great Divergence. The gap in incomes between countries is of the order of 50:1. There walk the earth now both the richest people who ever lived and the poorest.


Thus world economic history poses three interconnected problems: Why did the Malthusian Trap persist for so long? Why did the initial escape from that trap in the Industrial Revolution occur on one tiny island, England, in 1800? Why was there the consequent Great Divergence?


[The origin of the] Great Divergence, lies in processes that began thousands of years ago, deep in the Malthusian era. The dead hand of the past still exerts a powerful grip on the economies of the present. The recent demise first of the American farmer and then of the manufacturing worker were already preordained when income began its upward march during the Industrial Revolution. Had we been more clear-sighted, we could have foreseen in 1800 our world of walk-in closets, his-and-her bathrooms, caramel macchiatos, balsamic reductions, boutique wines, liberal arts colleges, personal trainers, and $50 entrees.


There are surely many surprises ahead for mankind in the centuries to come, but for the most part the economic future is not an alien and exotic land. We already see how the rich live, and their current lifestyle predicts powerfully how we will all eventually live if economic growth continues. Just as we can see the future through the lives of the rich, so the small wealthy elite of the preindustrial world led lives that prefigured our own. The delight of the modern American suburbanite in his or her first SUV echoes precisely that of Samuel Pepys, the wealthy London civil servant, on acquiring his first coach in 1668. A walk through the reconstructed villas of Pompeii and Herculaneum, frozen in time on the day of the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79, reveals homes that suburban Americans would happily move into: “Charming home with high ceilings, central courtyard, great room, finely detailed mosaics, and garden water feature—unobstructed Vesuvian views.”


[ . . . ] The economy of humans in the years before 1800 turns out to be just the natural economy of all animal species, with the same kinds of factors determining the living conditions of animals and humans. It is called the Malthusian Trap because the vital insight underlying the model was that of the Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus, who in 1798 in An Essay on the Principle of Population took the initial steps toward understanding the logic of this economy [ . . . ] [in which] economic policy was turned on its head: vice now was virtue then, and virtue vice. Those scourges of failed modern states—war, violence, disorder, harvest failures, collapsed public infrastructures, bad sanitation—were the friends of mankind before 1800. They reduced population pressures and increased material living standards. [ . . . ] [This reveals] the crucial importance of fertility control to material conditions before 1800. [ . . . ] Mortality conditions also mattered, and here Europeans were lucky to be a filthy people who squatted happily above, their own feces, stored in basement cesspits, in cities such as London. Poor hygiene, combined with high urbanization rates with their attendant health issues, meant incomes had to be high to maintain the population in eighteenth-century England and the Netherlands. The Japanese, with a more highly developed sense of cleanliness, could maintain the level of population at miserable levels of material comforts, and they were accordingly condemned to subsist on a much more limited income.


Since the economic laws governing human society were those that govern all animal societies, mankind was subject to natural selection throughout the Malthusian era, even after the arrival of settled agrarian societies with the Neolithic Revolution of 8000 BC, which transformed hunters into settled agriculturalists. The Darwinian struggle that shaped human nature did not end with the Neolithic Revolution but continued right up until the Industrial Revolution.


For England [ . . . ] in the years 1250–1800 [ . . . ] economic success translated powerfully into reproductive success. The richest men had twice as many surviving children at death as the poorest. The poorest individuals in Malthusian England had so few surviving children that their families were dying out. Preindustrial England was thus a world of constant downward mobility. Given the static nature of the Malthusian economy, the superabundant children of the rich had to, on average, move down the social hierarchy in order to find work. Craftsmen’s sons became laborers, merchants’ sons petty traders, large landowners’ sons smallholders. [ . . . ] The economy of the preindustrial era was shaping people, at least culturally and perhaps also genetically. The Neolithic Revolution created agrarian societies that were just as capital intensive as the modern world. At least in England, the emergence of such an institutionally stable, capital-intensive economic system created a society that rewarded middle-class values with reproductive success, generation after generation. This selection process was accompanied by changes in the characteristics of the preindustrial economy, due largely to the population’s adoption of more middle-class preferences. Interest rates fell, murder rates declined, work hours increased, the taste for violence declined, and numeracy and literacy spread even to the lower reaches of society.
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