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PROLOGUE TO THE 2011 EDITION

There are three controversial questions in my treatment of the period running from 1730 to the 1840s. For many analysts, perhaps the majority, this period represents the great turning point of the modern era, the moment when capitalism as a system, or modernity as a mode of existence, came into being. Readers of the first three volumes will know that I do not agree, since I think the great turning point was in the “long sixteenth century.”

The second controversial question concerns the concept of “incorporation” into the capitalist world-economy of zones that were previously part of what I have been calling the “external arena.” This assumes that a distinction can be made between the modern world-system (which is a capitalist world-economy) and other parts of the globe, especially in the period 1500–1750. It further assumes that there is a significant difference between being a zone outside the capitalist world-economy and being a peripheral zone within the capitalist world-economy.

A third issue is the concept of cyclical processes within the longue durée, and their role in explaining historical processes. These cyclical processes are what are called in French conjonctures (and cognate words in other Romance languages as well as Germanic and Slavic languages; the main exception to this usage is English, in which the word conjuncture is very much not a conjoncture). The principal economic cycle is what is often called Kondratieff long waves—a concept employed in this volume, but one whose very existence is often contested by others.

It is perhaps useful to restate the basic arguments for all three concepts—the absence of a turning point in this period, the process of incorporation into the modern world-system, and the nature of the Kondratieff long waves. This is particularly important since I believe there has been considerable misunderstanding of what I have been trying to argue.

1. The Great Turning Point

Social scientists of all kinds like to designate turning points. It is a device that clarifies immensely the story they are trying to tell. It becomes a basic building block of their analyses of the immediate phenomena they are studying. The choice of turning points constitutes a basic framework within which we all operate. But choosing different turning points can change entirely the logic of the analyses. What are considered to be the “turning points” can mislead as readily as they can clarify.

If one reads the major works of the historical social sciences over the past two centuries, one will readily see that a strong favorite in the collective literature for what is the major turning point in the past five hundred (or five thousand) years has been precisely the period 1730–1840s. Whether one is using the framework of “modernity” or “capitalism” or “industrialism” or “Western dominance of the world,” most persons have dated its true onset to this period—or at least most persons until the last forty years or so, during which there has come to be a growing questioning of this period as the “great turning point.” This entire work revolves around a rejection of this period as that turning point in favor of the “long sixteenth century” as the moment of the creation of the “modern world-system” as a “capitalist world-economy.”

In a sense, the entire first three volumes make this case. But allow me to repeat the argument in condensed form. We have argued that the essential element of capitalism as a system is not, as is often contended, proletarian wage labor or production for the market or factory production. For one thing, all of these phenomena have long historical roots and can be found in many different kinds of systems. In my view, the key element that defines a capitalist system is that it is built on the drive for the endless accumulation of capital. This is not merely a cultural value but a structural requirement, meaning that there exist mechanisms within the system to reward in the middle run those who operate according to its logic and to punish (materially) those who insist on operating according to other logics.

We have argued that, in order to maintain such a system, several things are necessary. There has to be an axial division of labor, such that there are continuous exchanges of essential goods that are low-profit and highly competitive (i.e., peripheral) with high-profit and quasi-monopolized (i.e., core-like) products. In order to allow entrepreneurs to operate successfully in such a system, there needs in addition to be an interstate system composed of pseudosovereign states of differing degrees of efficacy (strength). And there also have to be cyclical mechanisms that permit the constant creation of new quasi-monopolistic profit-making enterprises. The consequence of this is that there is a quite slow but constant geographical relocation of the privileged centers of the system.

All of this did occur in the modern world-system, which was initially located primarily in most (but not all) of Europe and in parts of the Americas. It was, in Braudel’s words, a world and not the world. But by its internal logic, the capitalist world-economy expanded its boundaries as a system. It did this most spectacularly in the period treated in this volume, and we have tried to tell this story, describing which new regions this involved and why they came to be submitted to this expansion.

There are two forms of arguing against this position. One is to assert a process of gradual expansion in the globe of intercourse of various kinds (trade, communications, culture, conquest). This is seen as a multimillennial process, in which case neither the long sixteenth century nor the turn of the nineteenth century is so dramatic a moment as to constitute a turning point per se. Recent arguments about the long-standing centrality of China in the trade patterns of the Eurasian landmass are a variant on this argument. Capitalism as a concept largely drops out of the discussion when the issue is framed in this manner.

Or one can argue that the emergence of an industrial bourgeoisie and landless industrial workers, engaged in class conflict with each other, is the crucial defining characteristic, and that this appears only in this period and only in a few countries (perhaps only in England). That makes this period the “turning point.” The interstate system and the existence of core–peripheral exchanges largely drop out of this discussion. This argument can be formulated either in “Marxist” language or in “Weberian” language. Either version essentially dismisses the notion of a world-system and its mode of constraining action.

2. Incorporation into the World-System

In volume 1, we distinguished between the external arena and the peripheral zones of the modern world-system. While parts of the external arena engaged in trade and other forms of interaction with the capitalist world-economy, the trade, we argued, was largely in “luxury” goods and was therefore not essential to the functioning of either party. As a result, the trade was relatively equal in the sense that each side was exchanging items that it considered of low value for items that it considered of high value. We might call this a win-win situation.

We suggested that peripheral products were traded with corelike products in a form of unequal exchange in which there was a complicated but real transfer of surplus value from the peripheral zones to the core zones. The exchanges were in essential goods, which each side needed to maintain itself. This trade could not be cut off without negative consequences for one or both sides. It was, however, possible for short periods to establish blockages to the free movement of goods, and we discussed the political circumstances in which such “protectionism” was practiced.

The cyclical processes within the capitalist world-economy led repeatedly to situations in which, in order to maintain the low production costs of peripheral goods, it was necessary to involve new regions within the world-economy—that is to say, to “incorporate” them within the division of labor.

Of course, the process of incorporation might receive resistance. It was argued, however, that the technological development of the capitalist world-economy, itself a process internal to that system, led over time to strengthening the military capacity of strong states of the world-economy compared with the military capacity of parts of the external arena. Hence, for example, whereas in the sixteenth century pan-European military strength was perhaps insufficient to “conquer” India, by the late eighteenth century this was no longer true.

Finally, how much expansion occurred at any given time was a function of how much new territory the capitalist world-economy was able to integrate at any given moment. It was also a function of how distant and therefore how difficult it was to incorporate manu militari certain regions. Hence, it is argued in this volume that whereas what we now call India was incorporated during this period, this was not true of China, which would be incorporated at a later time.

We then argued that incorporation was a process. It did not occur in a day or even a decade, but over a substantial period of time. However, we tried to show, by comparing four different regions—Russia, India, the Ottoman Empire, and West Africa—how “peripheralization” was a homogenizing process. That is, although these four zones were quite different from each other at the beginning of the process, the pressures of the world-system acted to make them more similar in their characteristics. For example, these pressures weakened the state structures in some zones and strengthened them in others, so that they would perform optimally in terms of the modalities of the modern world-system.

There have been two forms of arguing with this distinction. One has been to assert that the process of incorporation is a much more gradual one, with multiple stages. I am perfectly willing to entertain this amendment to the argument, the result of more empirical research into the matter.

The second has been to cast doubts on the distinction between luxury goods and essential goods. It has been asserted that what are often thought of as luxury goods are essential, at least as prestige items. It is further argued that the perspective on luxuries is culturally grounded and different peoples would define it differently.

I agree that this is a difficult distinction. But the fact that the concept of luxury is culturally grounded is part of my own argument. And although peacock feathers may seem essential to some groups, I find it difficult to accept that this is the same kind of necessity as the need of grains for human consumption. Furthermore, grains are bulk goods, and diamonds take up very little space in transportation. This seems to me to make a lot of practical difference.

So, I persist in feeling that the “equal” exchanges of two regions external to each other and the “unequal” exchanges within the capitalist world-economy constitute a crucial theoretical distinction. The capitalist world-economy is by its very mode of functioning a highly polarizing system. This is its most negative feature and, in the long run, one of its fatal flaws. Capitalism as a system is very different from the kinds of systems that existed before the long sixteenth century. It is not helpful analytically to lose this basic reality from view.

3. Kondratieff Cycles

Kondratieff cycles are named after Nikolai Kondratieff, a Russian economist who described them in the 1920s. He was not in fact the first scholar to have described such cycles. And his descriptions of both how the cycles work and when they first occurred are no longer widely accepted. But the most widely used name for such cycles continues to be his. My own view of how they operate derives from my understanding of how producers in a capitalist system make profits from their enterprises and thereby are able to accumulate capital.

Capitalism is a system in which the endless accumulation of capital is the raison d’être. To accumulate capital, producers must obtain profits from their operations. However, truly significant profits are possible only if the producer can sell the product for considerably more than the cost of production. In a situation of perfect competition, it is absolutely impossible to make significant profit. Perfect competition is classically defined as a situation with three features—a multitude of sellers, a multitude of buyers, and universally available information about prices. If all three features were to prevail (which rarely occurs), any intelligent buyer will go from seller to seller until he finds one who will sell at a penny above the cost of production, if not indeed below the cost of production.

Obtaining significant profit requires a monopoly, or at least a quasimonopoly, of world-economic power. If there is a monopoly, the seller can demand any price, as long as he does not go beyond what the elasticity of demand permits. Any time the world-economy is expanding significantly, one will find that there are some “leading” products, which are relatively monopolized. It is from these products that great profits are made and large amounts of capital can be accumulated. The forward and backward linkages of these leading products are the basis of an overall expansion of the world-economy. We call this the A-phase of a Kondratieff cycle.

The problem for capitalists is that all monopolies are self-liquidating. This is because there exists a world market into which new producers can enter, however politically well defended a given monopoly is. Of course, entry is not easy and takes time. But sooner or later, others surmount the obstacles and are able to enter the market. As a result, the degree of competition increases. And when competition increases, prices go down, as the heralds of capitalism have always told us. However, at the same time, profits go down. When profits for the leading products go down sufficiently, the world-economy ceases to expand, and it enters into a period of stagnation. We call this the B-phase of a Kondratieff cycle. Empirically, the A- and B-phases together have tended to be fifty to sixty years in length, but the exact lengths have varied. Of course, after a certain time in a B-phase, new monopolies can be created and a new A-phase can begin.

A- and B-phases of Kondratieff cycles seem, therefore, to be a necessary part of the capitalist process. It follows that they should logically be part of its operation from the very beginning of the existence of a capitalist world-economy. In the argument of this work, this means that they should be found from the long sixteenth century forward. And indeed, economic historians have regularly described such conjonctures during all this time, as can be seen in the many references to such descriptions in this and other volumes. To be sure, these economic historians did not call them Kondratieff cycles. But they may be found as a regular phenomenon in the system as a whole within the geographic boundaries we have been insisting were those of the capitalist world-economy in this period.

A few economic historians have described such cycles for the late Middle Ages in Europe, although this is a more contentious proposition. Were it to be established, it would give some support to those who wish to date the beginning of the modern world-system to an earlier date than the long sixteenth century.
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INDUSTRY AND
BOURGEOISIE
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Although Joseph Wright of Derby (1734–1797) began his career as a portrait painter, he is most famous for paintings which express his interest in science and technology. His participation in the Lunar Society, a group of enlightened industrialists and scientists whose meetings were held when there was sufficient moonlight for making one’s way along dark country roads, inspired his interior scenes illuminated by moonlight or artificial light. The family setting of the “Experiment with the Air Pump (1768),” emphasizes the egalitarian attitude that scientific concepts and discoveries could be presented to those outside the laboratory such as women and children.

The tale grows with the telling.
—Eric Kerridge1

We are accustomed to organizing our knowledge around central concepts which take the form of elementary truisms. The rise of industry and the rise of the bourgeoisie or middle classes are two such concepts, bequeathed to us by nineteenth-century historiography and social science to explain the modern world. The dominant view has been that a qualitative historical change took place at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries. This was an age of revolutions when both the “first”2 industrial revolution in Great Britain and the “exemplary”3 bourgeois revolution in France occurred. No doubt there have been voices to challenge this consensus. And there has been incessant quibbling about the details. Nonetheless, the imagery of these two revolutions remains deeply anchored in both popular culture and scholarly thought.4 These concepts are in fact the lodestars by which we usually navigate the misty and turbulent waters of modern historical reality. Indeed, as I shall indicate, the two lodestars are but a single one.

The term “revolution” connotes for us sudden, dramatic, and extensive change. It emphasizes discontinuity. There is no doubt that this is the sense that most of those who use the concept of “industrial revolution” intend.5 Coleman speaks of a “comparatively sudden and violent change which launched the industrialized society,”6 and Landes of “a far more drastic break with the past than anything since the invention of the wheel.”7 Hobsbawm similarly insists: “If the sudden, qualitative, and fundamental transformation, which happened in or about the 1780’s, was not a revolution, then the word has no common-sense meaning.”8

Of what is this revolution supposed to consist? Toynbee (to whom we owe the classic analysis of the industrial revolution as such), writing in 1884, finds its “essence” in the “substitution of competition for medieval regulations.”9 Hartwell, writing 80 years later, defines its “essential character” somewhat differently: “the sustained increase in the rate of growth of total and per capita output at a rate which was revolutionary compared with what went before.”10

The two emphases—freedom from “medieval” constraints (or social revolution) and the rate of growth (or economic revolution)—are, to be sure, not incompatible. Indeed, the heart of the traditional argument has been that the former led to the latter. But in recent years it has been the rate of growth that has been the focus of attention, with one after another factor invoked to explain it. Nor is this surprising. The continued development of the capitalist world-economy has involved the unceasing ascension of the ideology of national economic development as the primordial collective task, the definition of such development in terms of national economic growth, and the corresponding virtual “axiom . . . that the route to affluence lies by way of an industrial revolution.”11

The two “essential” elements—growth and freedom—remain too vague. Each must be translated into more specific concepts. Growth seems very closely linked conceptually to the “application of mechanical principles . . . to manufacturing,”12 what the French often call “machinisme,”13 and the “revolution” of mechanization has usually been attributed to “a cluster of innovations in Schumpeter’s sense of the term.”14

The analysis of mechanization places the development of the forces of production in the foreground. The increase of “freedom” (or social revolution) refers, on the other hand, primarily to the relations of production: who may produce what, who may work for whom, and on what terms. Two phenomena are central to this part of the discussion: the factory (locus of concentration of the machines) and the proletarian or wage laborer (employee of the factory). The modern factory is said to have “originated in England in the last third of the eighteenth century.”15 For many authors, it is the factory, and all that it implies in terms of the organization of the work force, that is thought to be the crucial innovation in the organization of work, requiring a salaried work force. Hobsbawm insists that the industrial revolution “is not merely an acceleration of economic growth, but an acceleration of growth because of, and through, economic and social transformation.”16 The transformation refers, above all, to the rise of an urban proletariat, itself the consequence of a “total transformation of the rural social structure.”17

Much of the discussion on the industrial revolution, however, assumes both the processes of mechanization and the process of “liberation”/proletarianization and concentrates instead on the question: what made these processes occur “for the first time” in Great Britain, what made Britain “take off”? Take off is, in fact, an image which aptly reflects the basic model of the industrial revolution, however much Rostow’s detailed hypotheses or periodization may have been the subject of sharp debate. To this question, a series of answers, which are not by any means mutually exclusive, have been given, although various authors have insisted on the centrality of a given factor (which other authors have in turn duly contested). Placing them in an order of chronological immediacy, and working backward, these are the factors of increased demand (which is said to make mechanization and proletarianization profitable), the availability of capital (which in turn makes the mechanization possible), demographic growth (which makes the proletarianization possible), an agricultural “revolution” (which makes the demographic growth possible), and a preexisting development of land-tenure patterns (which makes the demographic growth possible). Furthest in the rear, and most difficult to pin down, is a presumed attitude of mind (which ensures that there will be entrepreneurs who will take advantage of all the many opportunities this revolutionary process offers at its many junctures, such that the cumulative effect is “revolutionary”). Obviously, this chronology of factors is a bit abstract, and various authors have argued a different sequence.

Demand, as the explanation of innovation, is an old theory (“necessity is the mother of invention”) and Landes makes it central to his analysis: “It was in large measure the pressure of demand on the mode of production that called forth the new techniques in Britain.”18 But which demand? There are two candidates: foreign trade and the home market. The argument for exports centers on the fact that their growth and acceleration were “markedly greater” than those of domestic industry in the second half of the eighteenth century.”19 Against this, Eversley argues that, in the “key period” of 1770–1779, it is “incontrovertible” that the export sector declined but nonetheless there was “visible acceleration” in industrialization, which reinforces the thesis that “a large domestic market for mass-produced consumer goods” is central to industrialization.20 Hobsbawm suggests the inevitable compromise—both foreign trade and a large domestic market were necessary, plus “a third, and often neglected, factor: government.”21

There are those who doubt that demand rose significantly. They put their emphasis rather on “supply not demand related processes.”22 For some, the question of the supply of capital has loomed large. Hamilton, in 1942, explained the “revolutionary” character of the industrial revolution by the “profit inflation” of the last half of the eighteenth century, resulting from the wage lag, the gap between the rise of prices and the rise of wages,23 an old standby which Hamilton had previously used to explain the economic expansion of the sixteenth century.24 Ashton found the heart of his explanation of the industrial revolution in “relatively cheap capital,”25 coming from the fall in the rate of interest. A generation later, and after reviewing the literature covering the theme of capital formation, Crouzet would take his stand on a more modest position: the “relative abundance” of capital was a “permissive factor,” neither necessary nor inevitable, but one historically true of England in the eighteenth century.26

But was fixed capital even important? There are a growing number of skeptical commentators who argue that “the capital needs of early industrialization were modest.”27 In the face of these arguments, the proponents of capital’s importance have retreated to surer, because less provable, ground. “It was the flow of capital . . . more than the stock that counted in the last analysis.”28 A variant on this theme is the suggestion that what mattered was not a change in the “relative size” of capital stock (that is, the size “relative to the national income”) but the change in the “content of the capital stock,” that is, the diversion of investment “from traditional to modern forms of capital accumulation.”29 Emphasis on the flow of capital leads immediately to a concern with credit facilities. A standard view is that Great Britain differed from other countries precisely in the amount of credit facilities available to industry.30 This view, of course, assumes that capital investments were limited by frontiers. Lüthy, however, believes that, already in the mid-eighteenth century, western and central Europe constituted a “zone of exchange” characterized by “ease in banking transactions and the flow of capital” and speaks of the virtual absence of obstacles to this flow.31

Another group of authors gives pride of place to demographic shifts. Population growth presumably provided both the demand for industrial products and the work force to produce them. Britain’s “unprecedented growth of population”32 is said to be particularly remarkable because it was sustained, long term, and went along with a growth in output.33 Plumb adds the twist that the key element was the survival of more children of “middle and lower middle class” parents, for “without a rapidly expanding lower middle class with sufficient education and technical background, the Industrial Revolution would have been impossible.”34

There are, however, two questions to be posed: was there really a demographic revolution, and what in fact caused the rise of population (which, of course, then bears on whether it is cause or consequence of the economic changes)? The question of the reality of the demographic revolution is in turn two questions: were the changes “revolutionary” in relation to what went before and after, and was the pattern in England (or Great Britain) significantly different from that in France and elsewhere? Given a curve which is logarithmic, some authors see no reason to designate the late eighteenth-century segment as somehow singular.35 To be sure, the rate of population growth in the second half of the eighteenth century was greater than in the first half. But it has been argued that it is the first half which was exceptional, not the second. Tucker argues, for example, in the case of England, that “the growth of population over the eighteenth century as a whole was not very much more than an extrapolation of earlier long-run trends would have led us to expect.”36 Morineau makes exactly the same point for France. The demographic growth at the end of the eighteenth century was not revolutionary but should be considered more modestly as “a renovation, a recuperation, a restoration.”37 And Milward and Saul reverse the argument entirely in France’s favor. The French population pattern was the unusual one (because its birth rate went down before or simultaneously with the reduction of the death rate). “But in the circumstances of nineteenth-century development a more slowly growing population made increases in per capita incomes easier to achieve and thus gave the French advantages rather than disadvantages in marketing.”38

Even, however, if the population rise (uncontested) were not to be considered revolutionary, and even if it were not necessarily peculiar to England, the “core of the problem”39 remains whether the population growth was the result of the economic and social changes, or vice versa. “Did the Industrial Revolution create its own labor force?” as Habakkuk puts it.40 To answer this question, we have to look at the debate concerning whether it was a declining mortality rate or a rising fertility rate that accounts for the demographic increase. For the majority of analysts, there seems little doubt that the declining mortality rate is the principal explanation, for the very simple reason that “when both rates are high it is very much easier to increase the population by reducing the death-rate than by increasing the birthrate,”41 and of course when both are low the reverse is true.

Why then would the death rate decline? Since a death rate that is high is “chiefly attributable to a high incidence of infectious diseases,”42 there are three logically possible explanations for a reduced death rate: improved medicine (immunization or therapy), increased resistance to infection (improvement in the environment), or decline in virulence of the bacteria and viruses. The last may be eliminated if there is reduced mortality from multiple diseases simultaneously (which there seems to have been), since it is not credible that all of them could be due to “fortuitous change in the character of the [disease-causing] organisms.”43 This leaves us with the true debate: better medicine or a better socioeconomic environment. Better medicine has long been a favorite explanation. It still has its strong defenders, who give as the most plausible explanation of declining mortality rates “the introduction and use of inoculation against smallpox during the eighteenth century.”44 This thesis has been subjected to a careful and convincing demonstration that the medical influence on the death rate was rather insignificant until the twentieth century and can scarcely therefore account for changes in the eighteenth.45 By deduction, this leaves us with the conclusion that it must be “an improvement in economic and social conditions” that led to demographic expansion and not vice versa.46

The role of fertility has received a major boost in the monumental population history of England by Wrigley and Schofield. They see a rising fertility rate via the lowering of the percentage of non-marriers. This is tied to a model in which the increased availability of food is the key ingredient in a process that leads to the possibility of founding a household. Their data are over a very long period (1539–1873), in which they find that, except for a short interval (1640–1709), births, deaths, and marriages all increase but there are consistently more births than deaths. Thus they seem to be arguing a long-standing pattern of English demographic history. Yet they also wish to argue that somewhere between the early eighteenth century and the late nineteenth century England broke with the “preventive-check cycle” and the link between population size and food prices.47

In addition to the contradiction in the Wrigley and Schofield logic (a long-standing pattern as explanatory versus a break in a pattern as explanatory), there is the further problem of reconciling their emphasis on increases in marriage rate (and/or lowering the marriage rate) as explanatory of economic “take-off” with the directly opposite argument by Hajnal. Hajnal has argued that there is a unique western European (note: not English alone) marriage pattern as of the first half of the eighteenth century which consists of a later marriage age and a high proportion of non-marriers. Hajnal finds that it is this pattern of lower fertility (lasting until the twentieth century) which serves economic development by “stimulating the diversion of resources to ends other than those of minimal subsistence.”48

One last demographic factor, less frequently discussed but probably of great importance, is the increase in population transfer from rural peripheral zones in Europe to urban and industrializing areas. But this is, of course, the result both of increased employment opportunity and improved transportation facilities.49

Increasing attention has been drawn in recent years to changes in the agricultural sector as a prelude to and determinative of changes in the industrial sector. (That such an emphasis has implicit policy directives for contemporary peripheral countries is not without a link to the increased concern and is often explicitly stated.) In addition to the industrial and demographic revolutions, we are now adjured to locate and explain the agricultural revolution. This turns out to be a big topic. First of all we must remember that, even for Great Britain and even through the whole of the first half of the nineteenth century, “agriculture was the premier . . . industry.”50 Therefore, if there is to be any meaning to the idea that an economic revolution occurred and in particular that there was an agricultural revolution, there must have been somewhere, and for the total of some entity, an increase in yield. We immediately run into the question of whether we mean yield per hectare cultivated (which in turn may mean yield per seed input, yield per unit of labor input, or yield per capita) or total yield. There seems little doubt that total arable production went up in the European world-economy as a whole in the 100 years that span the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.51 If, however, there was a transfer of part of the work force from arable production to other kinds of production (and in particular to industry), then there must have been, it is argued, either an increase in yield per seed input or in yield per unit of labor input (combined with an expansion of the cultivated area).52 If there was, furthermore, an improvement in the general standard of living, it is argued, then there must have been an increase in yield per capita. There is no necessary reason, however, why an increase in yield per capita need accompany an increase in yield per seed input or labor input, and it is the latter two which are defining elements of an expansionary period of the world-economy.

Might an increase in yield have come about through the mechanization of farm implements? While there seems to have been some increase in the use of iron in plows (and horseshoes for horses),53 it can scarcely be argued that there was significant mechanization of agriculture before the nineteenth century.54 The advances came primarily through the more intensive cultivation of the soil by the use of fodder crops.55 There were two main systems, that of alternate husbandry (called at the time the “Norfolk system”) and that of convertible husbandry (or ley farming). Both variants eliminated the need for fallow by using the roots (turnips, potatoes) to eliminate weeds and the grasses (clover, sainfoin, ryegrass) to nutrify the soil.56 The resulting continuous cropping permitted livestock to have food in winter with their manure serving as an additional nutrient to the soil.

Neither system was new, but the late eighteenth century was a moment of considerable expansion of their use. While, no doubt, these systems made great headway in England, it is doubtful whether this can be said to be exceptional. Slicher van Bath speaks of a “general shift from three-course rotation . . . to convertible husbandry” in western Europe after 1750 in response to higher wheat prices.57 What was nonetheless new in this spread of the use of fodder crops was that it permitted the shift to increased arable production without the sacrifice, as previously, of pasturage.58

Even this advance, if analyzed as output per capita, has been challenged by Morineau. He argues that a significant increase in yield occurred only in the mid-nineteenth century.59 He sees agricultural “progress” in the late eighteenth century, no less than previously, as obeying a “logic of poverty.” Crop innovation tended, he argues, to coincide with conjunctural declines in living standards. These phases of decline were attended by food shortages, and the crop innovations “contributed to maintaining them.”60 While Morineau’s analysis centers on the French data, and he accepts the argument that England had certain advantages over France, he doubts that even England had “a substantial increase in productivity” before 1835.

The take-off of the Western economy did not plunge its roots in an ‘agricultural revolution.’ Is not this latter concept, inappropriate to designate, even in the case of England, such a somnolent progress, frightened away at the first frost?61

Even if the changes in husbandry could be said not to have resulted immediately in any dramatic increase in yield per capita, might not the changes in the social relations of production on the land have been an essential element in the process of industrialization, either because they made available manpower for industrial work (through higher yield per labor input, permitting intersectoral labor flows, or through greater total yield, permitting demographic expansion) or because they were a prerequisite to the technical innovation which would eventually lead to higher yield per seed input, or, of course, both? Was not, in short, enclosure a key element in the whole process?

There are three separate, not inevitably linked, processes that are discussed under the heading of enclosure. One is the elimination of “open fields,” the system which transformed individual units of arable production into common grazing land between harvest time and sowing time. The second is the abolition of “common rights,” which were the equivalent of open fields on the land that was harvested by the lord of the manor, or were “waste lands” (waste, that is, from the point of view of arable production). Both of these changes reduced or eliminated the ability of the person who controlled little or no property to maintain livestock. The third change was the consolidation of scattered property, necessary to realize the economies of scale which the end of open fields and common rights made possible.

Enclosure presumably made mixed husbandry more profitable, both by increasing the size of the units and by protecting those who planted fodder crops against free riders.62 The prime object of the landlords was “the increase in rents resulting from the technical improvements which were facilitated by enclosure and consolidation.”63 Whether in fact enclosures did achieve increased yield is, however, less clear. Chambers and Mingay, who claim that enclosure was the “vital instrument” in greater output, nonetheless admit that the evidence for eighteenth-century England is at best “circumstantial.”64 O’Brien is even more skeptical. “There can no longer be any easy presumption” that the massive enclosures between 1750 and 1815 “had any really significant impact on yields.”65

Enclosures, of course, started long before 1750. What accelerated their pace and visibility was the new role of Parliament in Britain in the process.66 It is this political intervention which accounted for the “massiveness” of the development. Still, it would be an error to believe that Britain alone was enclosing. The careful analyses of Bloch indicate that considerable enclosure of one form or another had occurred in France, and that there too it accelerated after 1730.67 In fact, the relative expansion of what Bloch calls “agrarian individualism” was a Europe-wide phenomenon in the eighteenth century.68 If the success of the movement was greater in Great Britain than on the continent, the difference was clearly in the strength of the state machinery in Britain which offered the large landlords weapons that were less available in France, both before and after the French Revolution.69

The mere enclosing (fencing-in) of the land was not enough, given the historical legacy of scattered holdings. Like enclosing, the consolidation of holdings, and the consequent decline of the small farmer (whether owner or tenant), was a secular process, which probably accelerated in the eighteenth century, both in Britain and in France.70 Whether compactness of land in fact significantly increased yield has also, however, been more assumed than demonstrated.71

Finally, there is the view that the agricultural social rearrangements led to the elimination of persons from employment on the land, and their consequent availability as urban, industrial manpower. It is in this sense too that an agricultural revolution has been said to be a prerequisite for an industrial revolution. Dobb, for example, argues that the enclosures in England in the late eighteenth century “dislodg[ed] . . . the army of cottagers from their last slender hold on the fringes of the commons, . . . which coincided with a new epoch of industrial expansion.”72 This standard Marxist thesis has been the subject of much refutation, both on the question of how much this process was a violent and repressive one,73 and how much quantitative dislodgement there was at all.74 The latter argument is twofold. On the one hand, it is said that the new husbandry required “more rather than less labour.”75 On the other hand, since there seems to be an unquestioned reduction of the percentage of families in agriculture and an increase in the numbers in industry,76 it is argued that it is population growth which explains the source of the increased urban laboring population.77 Of course, the two theses—forced eviction and demographic overflow—are by no means incompatible. But it is seldom observed that both hypotheses run against the argument of British exceptionalism. If it were demographic growth that led to the expansion of an urban labor force, wherein lay the special advantage of Great Britain in the eighteenth century? And if forced eviction explains Britain’s advantage, how do we account for the absence of evidence of a labor shortage in continental industries?78 As the French like to say: of two things, one. Either there was a different outcome in Britain than on the continent (the “first industrial revolution”) which is then explained by a factor or set of factors peculiar to Great Britain; or the process is a more general one, in which case we must look more closely at how different the outcome was. The same thing is true if we push the argument one step backward, in terms of an agricultural revolution which precedes an industrial revolution. We find ourselves, as we have already suggested, before the two questions: to what degree did the phenomenon take place; and to the extent that it did, how different was Great Britain?

We have mentioned Morineau’s acute skepticism on the theme of an agricultural revolution in eighteenth-century France. An equally thunderous denunciation of received knowledge about English agriculture has been made by Kerridge, who has suggested that the agricultural revolution took place there much earlier, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and that “in their truly modest proportions, the agricultural advances of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries fall nicely into place as things secondary in importance to the revolutions in industry and transport.”79 Strangely, however, in his riposte, Mingay (who is one of Kerridge’s main targets) salvages the late eighteenth century by enclosing it as a segment of an agricultural revolution that was “a long drawn-out process of gradual technological and institutional change” running from the later seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries,80 an argument which considerably reduces the case for a “revolution” more localized in time.

Dovring suggests a similar skepticism for western Europe as a whole in the eighteenth century. He too finds no changes in agriculture “at anything resembling the scale and pace of the industrial revolution.” He has, however, a simple explanation for why we have believed there was an agricultural revolution in Britain. He suggests that the changes that did occur there were “better publicized” than those on the Continent, and that “this, plus the seductive analogy of industrial and agricultural revolution, may have led us to exaggerate the depth no less than the originality of what took place.”81

If the specificity of British demography and British agriculture are thrown into doubt as explanations of the industrial revolution, there remains one explanation of some weight that could be put forward: British culture, or some element therein that would explain the existence of a greater entrepreneurial spirit. Instead of arguing this with the circular reasoning of the somewhat ethereal realm of national character, let us look at it in terms of its presumed institutional expression: the existence of a more liberal state structure (derived from history and considered to be the outcome of a cultural thrust).

The orthodox view, if one may be permitted to call it that, is that the industrial revolution in Great Britain “occurred spontaneously, without government assistance,”82 or, more strongly, “without any help.”83 There are some who are less categorical, and who are willing to acknowledge a role for government in the establishment of the “market environment” itself, through the creation of such prerequisites as political stability, administrative unification, the common law, and a sympathetic attitude toward business interests. Supple, for example, concludes: “The state did play an important, albeit indirect, role in the pioneer Industrial Revolution.” Still, he adds: “The fact remains, however, that the role was indirect.”84

If one looks more closely at the presumed liberalism of the British state in the eighteenth century compared to others (and particularly to France), it comes down to two theses: the British state regulated less and it taxed less. However, the major role of Parliament in the enclosures of land can scarcely be offered up as an instance of the absence of state intrusion into the economy. Indeed, it is clear that, in agriculture, the British state excelled in regulating the social relations of production. It may be proferred that this regulation was aimed at removing the shackles of customary constraints, but clearly more was involved than a simple act of legal permissiveness of market transactions. This is equally true with the removal of the market-constraining role of guilds. Once again, state intrusion was essential. Indeed, Milward and Saul offer us as an alternative general hypothesis about Europe as a whole that “where the central government was most powerful after 1750 the guilds and corporations were weakest.”85 Once again, however, this is a regulation presumably aimed at freeing the market.

There was, however, more direct intervention, less in the home market than in the world market. Protectionism played no small role even in that epitome of the newer and freer of industries, cotton production in Great Britain. Mantoux is quite categoric on the subject.86 Furthermore, it would be a mistake to see the government’s regulatory role limited to protection. For as the protection became less necessary, intrusion at home into the production process became a growing reality. Brebner doubts even that there was ever a moment of true laissez faire in Britain: “As the state took its fingers off commerce during the first half of the nineteenth century, it simultaneously put them on industry and its accompaniments.”87

Finally, it is not the case that the state was absent as a source of financing for industrial enterprise in Great Britain. No doubt the money did not come directly from state banks but, in practice, as Pressnell has noted, “a considerable volume of public money swelled the funds of private bankers, and in this indirect fashion helped to fructify private enterprise.”88

If the British state was less of a model of noninterference than it is often asserted or even assumed to be, what are we to say of the view that it was the relative thinness of the British bureaucracy and consequent lower tax load that accounts for British advantage, once again especially over the French?89 This truth, once sanctified by every textbook, has recently come under a heavy barrage from both sides of the Channel—by Mathias and O’Brien in Great Britain and by Morineau in France. In each case, a close look at the fiscal and budgetary data of the two countries in the eighteenth century leads them to invert the traditional hypothesis. Mathias and O’Brien find that the British tax burden was “rising more rapidly than the French” throughout the whole of the eighteenth century, although, up to the 1790s “not dramatically so.” However, after that, the British tax burden pulled far ahead.

Thus, in Britain the increasing pace of industrial growth, urbanisation and population growth after 1775 . . . were processes taking place in a context of a steeply rising real burden of taxation. And the rate of increase of this burden was much faster than in France.90

Morineau’s comparison, using a somewhat different French data base than Mathias and O’Brien, locates the discrepancy even earlier than 1790. Comparing the two countries between 1725 and 1790, he finds British tax receipts to have risen faster, absolutely and relatively, such that

the subject of the United Kingdom paid higher taxes than the subject of the Most Christian King from the first quarter of the eighteenth century: 17.6 livres tournois, after conversion, against 8.1 (ratio of 2.17 to 1) and a fortiori on the eve of the last decade: 46 livre tournois against 17 (ratio of 2.7 to 1).91

This dramatic reversal of received truths does not stop there. Traditionally, one thought British tax burdens not only less heavy than French in the eighteenth century, but more equitable. The argument was that the French fiscality gave a greater role to direct taxation, and that direct taxation is inherently less just because it is less progressive. This was thought to be particularly so in the French case because of the taille, with its exemptions for the nobility and the clergy and even for some bourgeois. But, as Morineau notes, the fiscal role of the taille was not that central. Indeed, it diminished in the eighteenth century and represented only 15% of all receipts in 1788.92 The indirect British taxes were, in turn, scarcely progressive, falling as they did mainly “upon consumption and demand, rather than upon savings and investment.”93

What conclusion is to be drawn from this? For Morineau, it is that equality existed neither in Great Britain nor in France, and even more important that the two modes of taxation (which he explains largely in terms of historical possibilities) had “almost the same level of efficacity, mutatis mutandis, in relation to taxable revenue.”94 Mathias and O’Brien are willing to go further and “raise the possibility” that, both in terms of direct and indirect taxes, French taxation “might on investigation turn out to be less regressive” than British.95

If this is so, then one question remains: whence the misperception? The main answer to this question has been in terms of the absence of formal exemptions in Great Britain which “produced less resentment,” and the fact that the direct taxes “remained ‘invisible’ when passed on as an element in rents.”96 This is to analyze the misperception as historical in origin. But perhaps it is historiographical, especially if we notice Dovring’s suggestion of a parallel misperception in agriculture.

We have taken a long detour through the “causes” of the “first industrial revolution” without attending to the explicandum. We must now look at the nature of the beast itself. What industrial revolution? The answer is, of course, that a series of innovations led to the flourishing of a new industry in cotton textiles, primarily in England. This industry was based on new and/or improved machines and was organized in factories. Simultaneously, or soon thereafter, there was a similar expansion and mechanization of the iron industry. What is said to have made this process different from that associated with any previous set of innovations in production was that it “trigger[ed] a process of cumulative, self-sustaining change.”97 The problem with this latter concept is not only that it is difficult to operationalize, but that it is also controversial to date. It is, for example, a central thesis of this work that cumulative, self-sustaining change in the form of the endless search for accumulation has been the leitmotiv of the capitalist world-economy ever since its genesis in the sixteenth century. We have specifically argued that the long stagnation of the seventeenth century, far from being a break in this cumulative process, was an integral part of it.

Let us therefore look more closely at the social reorganization that may be attributed to those innovations. The innovations of this epoch do not seem to have affected fundamentally the capital–labor ratio in existence for a long time before. Some innovations were labor saving, but many others were capital saving. Even the railroads, which come at the very end of this period, while capital intensive, were capital saving for the economy as a whole because the improved transport permitted manufacturers to reduce stocks and thereby bring down their capital–output ratio “in spectacular fashion.”98 This seems to be what Deane means when she insists that in the period 1750–1850 there was “capital widening” as opposed to “capital deepening” in production.99

What permits this capital widening, the “gains in aggregate output”? Landes has an answer: “the quality of the inputs,” that is, “the higher productivity of new technology and the superior skills and knowledge of both entrepreneurs and workers.”100 No doubt, this is true, but it is always true of a phase of expansion in the world-economy that the leading industries are high-profit industries precisely because of higher productivity which translates into lower costs, and is made possible by a temporary market monopoly of “skills and knowledge.” The question remains whether there was anything very special about this period.

Was there then a scientific or technological breakthrough? The historians of science have seldom credited this particular period as being some sort of turning point. The seventeenth or the twentieth centuries would seem better candidates than the 1750–1850 period in this regard. Furthermore, the historiographic debate on the relative role of science and technology in the industrial revolution seems to have been concluded strongly in favor of technology.101

There must then have been a technological breakthrough. The list of actual inventions is familiar: from Jethro Tull’s seed drill in 1731 to the threshing machine in 1786; from Kay’s fly shuttle in 1733 to Hargreaves’s jenny in 1765, Arkwright’s water frame in 1769, Crompton’s mule in 1779, culminating in Roberts’s fully self-acting mule in 1825; from Darby’s coke-smelted cast iron in 1709 to Cort’s puddling in 1784; and perhaps, above all, Watt’s steam engine in 1775.102 This series of inventions represents the heart of the case for British exceptionalism. These machines were invented in England and not in France or elsewhere.103 They are what account for Britain’s triumph in the world market in cotton and iron.

The story of cotton comes first. Until the late eighteenth century, textiles meant first of all wool and secondly linen. Cotton textiles were manufactured, but in terms of total production they represented a relatively small percentage of the whole, and furthermore a large part of what was supplied to the European market was manufactured in India. Indeed, this latter fact provided a considerable impetus to innovations in cotton textile technology: “machines—which alone could effectively compete with Indian textile workers,” says Braudel.104 For the new cotton technology was, above all, labor saving.105

Since it was woollen textiles and not cotton that was the main industry of western Europe in the early eighteenth century, and since the eighteenth century prior to the 1770s was a time of significant expansion of the woollen textile industry,106 it may be asked—it often has been asked—why the technical innovations did not occur first in woollen textiles.

There are various explanations offered for this conundrum. One traditional explanation is the greater freedom of cotton (as opposed to wool and linen) textiles from guild supervision.107 But, as Landes says, “the argument will not stand scrutiny,”108 since wool was free in England and cotton not so new. Landes offers in its stead two others: cotton was easier to mechanize,109 and the market for cotton goods was more elastic. But ease of mechanization runs against the grain of the hypothesis of a technological breakthrough,110 and ignores the fact that in the early eighteenth century some progress was in fact being made in wool technology, and indeed in France.111

An argument of elasticity of market raises the question of why this should be so, especially if we remember that one of the reasons for the success of English new draperies (wool) in the sixteenth century was also the elasticity of its market.112 Elasticity of market usually refers to the potential market of new customers at lower prices. But if the idea is extended to the ability to acquire new markets by the political elimination of rivals, it may well be that cotton textiles were more “elastic” than woollen textiles at this time from the point of view not only of British but of all of western Europe’s producers. For in wool they competed against each other and were fairly certain that innovations could and would be rapidly copied. In cotton, however, western Europe (collectively) competed against India113, and was eventually able to ensure politically that innovations did not diffuse there.

The other great arena of innovation was iron. Iron was, of course, like textiles, one of the traditional industries of the European world-economy. The main utility of iron hitherto had been in ironwares, both in the household and in armaments. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, two additional outlets of consumption for iron became significant: machinery and transport. Each of the three outlets is said to have played a role in turn in Britain’s economic expansion. Davis attributes to the growing demand of the North American colonies for ironwares in the first three quarters of the eighteenth century the pressure to seek economies of scale which, once achieved, lowered costs and thereby in turn “stimulate[d] demand further.”114 Bairoch makes the case that it was the growing use of iron, first in agriculture, then in textile machinery, which is this further demand.115 And, of course, it would be the railroads in the 1830s that would provide the base for the true expansion of the iron and steel industry, its transformation into the leading industry of the nineteenth-century world-economy. The development of railroads is in turn linked to the massive expansion of mining operations in coal and iron which made the heavy capital investment in transport worthwhile,116 first in canals,117 then in railways.

Hence, the rise of coal as the basic fuel of energy production is intertwined with the expansion of the iron industry and its technological advances. Coal too was nothing new. It was, however, in the eighteenth century that it became a major substitute for wood as a fuel. The reason is very elementary. Europe’s forests had been steadily depleted by the industrial production (and home heating) of previous centuries. By 1750, the lack of wood had become “the principal bottleneck of industrial growth.”118 England’s shortage of timber had long been acute and had encouraged the use of coal already in the sixteenth century, as well as a long-standing concern with coal technology.119 A new technology was needed that would change high-cost industry into a low cost one. The “efficient” use of coal, along with the steam engine to convert the energy, was the solution.120

Landes says, quite correctly, that the “use [of coal and steam], as against that of substitutable power sources, was a consideration of cost and convenience.”121 In seeking to explain why Darby’s method of coke smelting, invented in 1709, was not adopted by others in England for half a century, Hyde suggests the explanation was purely and simply “costs.”122 This throws some light on the question of why coal technology was not similarly developed in France in the eighteenth century. Landes seems to think that Britain’s choice was “indicative of a deeper rationality,” whereas France “obdurately rejected coal—even when there were strong pecuniary incentives to switch over to the cheaper fuel.”123 Milward and Saul see it, however, as a “proper reaction” to an “expensive process producing poorer iron” which made no sense as long as the French were not confronted by the acute shortage of wood faced by Britain.124

In this picture of the two great industrial expansions—cotton and iron—one of the subordinate but important debates has been which of the two was the “crucial” one. There are some important differences in structure between the two industries and their technologies. The inventions in cotton textiles were mechanical in nature and essentially labor saving. Those in the iron industry were largely chemical and improved both quantity and quality of output without immediately diminishing the use of labor.125 The changes in textile technology led to the end of the putting-out system and the use of factories, but factories had already been the mode for the iron industry since the sixteenth century.126

These differences are linked to what we think of as “revolutionary” in the “first industrial revolution.” The rise of the British cotton textile industry involved essentially two changes. First, it meant a major shift in the organization of work (the relations of production) in the then prime industry of the world. Second, it was integrally and visibly linked to the structure of the world market. The raw materials were entirely imported and the products “overwhelmingly sold abroad.” Since, therefore, control of the world market was crucial, Hobsbawm draws the conclusion that there was room for only one “pioneer national industrialization,” which was that of Great Britain.127 Cotton textiles were crucial precisely because they restructured this world-economy. Lilley, however, is skeptical of the importance given to cotton. Looking ahead, he argues that one can “imagine” sustained growth without cotton textiles, but “without an expansion in iron it would have been inconceivable.”128 This debate is revealing of the fluidity (or the fuzziness) of the way the concept of industrial revolution has been employed.

A key example is the commonplace argument that the industrial revolution in Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is revolutionary in that it marked the creation of the factory as the framework for the organization of work in industry. But on the one hand we know that there had been factories (in the sense of physical concentration under one roof of multiple workers paid by one employer) before this time.129 On the other hand, the extent of the introduction of the factory system at this time can easily be overstated, even for Britain.130

Of course, there was a shift in textiles from rural to urban sites of production. (The same shift had, let us recall, also occurred in the sixteenth century only to shift back in the seventeenth.) Whether there was at this time truly a shift in manpower allocation is more doubtful. Whereas previously a rural worker spent part of his time on agriculture and part on textile production, now there was greater specialization. But the “global time” devoted to agriculture and industry by British workers may at first have remained approximately the same.131 Since, in addition, these early factories were “not invariably that much more efficient,”132 we must ask why the shift occurred at all, especially since the entrepreneur was losing that great advantage of the putting-out system, the fact that the workers were not only “cheap,” but also “dispensable.”133 Landes himself gives us the key explanation. At a time of a “secularly expanding market,” the entrepreneur’s major concern was not dispensing with his workers but expanding his output, at least extensively, and countering “the worker’s predilection for embezzlement,” especially when, because of rising prices, “the reward for theft was greater.”134

We must now face up to the central assertion about the “first industrial revolution”: that there was one in Great Britain and not one in France (or elsewhere). From the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, this was widely accepted as an elementary truism by world scholarship. Paul Mantoux published an elegy to the industrial revolution in Britain, and Henri Sée wrote that “machinism” in France at the end of the Ancien Régime was “sporadic” and “at its beginnings” and that “only a few industries . . . [had begun] to be transformed,”135 all this by comparison with Great Britain.

Superior British economic growth has traditionally been the subject not of demonstration but of explanation. Kemp’s version of explanations is archetypical. Economic growth on a broad front is “conditioned in large part by an aptitude” which the British had, while the French, even in the nineteenth century, continued to suffer from the “historical carry over” of a socioeconomic structure which “inhibited” them.136 Recently, however, a number of scholars have begun to throw doubt on the truism of British superiority. They start with an alternative truism: “France was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the premier industrial power in the world.”137 Furthermore, it is argued that industrial product surpassed agricultural product earlier in France than in Great Britain.138 If one can use such a concept as “take-off,” the argument continues, it occurred in France “towards the middle of the eighteenth century” or “at the very latest, about 1799,” but more probably at the earlier date.139 This whole line of argument is supported by an accumulation of considerable quantitative data which bear directly on the key period under debate.140 From these data O’Brien and Keyder are led to reject the whole concept of French “relative backwardness” and to conclude rather that “industrialization in France simply took place in a different legal, political and cultural tradition.”141

There are two ways to challenge the concept of a “first industrial revolution” in Great Britain. One is to suggest, as we have just seen, that the differences between Great Britain and France at that time was small, or at least smaller than is required by the concept. The second, however, is to raise the question of whether there was an industrial revolution at all. There is the suggestion that there were earlier industrial revolutions—in the thirteenth century142 or in the sixteenth.143 There is the contrary suggestion that the really revolutionary changes came later, in the mid-nineteenth century, or even in the twentieth.144 The most extreme of these suggestions is the argument that technological revolutions occurred in the period 1550–1750, and after 1850, but precisely not in the period 1750–1850.145

The suggestion that there were earlier and later industrial revolutions blends easily into the suggestion that there was a longer one. Already, in 1929, Beales, in reviewing the literature, argued that the extensions backward and forward had eliminated the “cataclysmic character” attributed to the industrial revolution.146 The consequent acerbic comment of Heaton seems pertinent: “a revolution which continued for 150 years and had been in preparation for at least another 150 years may well seem to need a new label.”147

The concept of “protoindustrialization” serves virtually as a belated response to Heaton’s appeal. By creating a new term for “a first phase which preceded and prepared modern industrialization proper”—that is, the phase of “market-oriented, principally rural industry”—Mendels has attempted to retain the specificity of a more narrowly delimited and time-enclosed industrial revolution while accepting simultaneously the emphasis on the gradualness of the process.148 He is even able to argue that the use of this concept can resolve the debate on the superiority of British to French industry in this period by reducing it to a semantic quarrel.149 What he cannot answer thereby is Garden’s query: “is the vigor of change a consequence of the strength of the industrial sector, or on the contrary of its structural weakness in the eighteenth century?”150

There are other ways to respond to the argument of gradualism. One is that of Landes, who says it is an artifact of surface descriptions and of unchanging nomenclature.151 A second is that of Hobsbawm, who singles out a period of “triumph” within the longer, more gradual process.152 A third is that of Schumpeter, who says that both the thesis of revolution and of evolution are correct here (as always), since it is merely a matter of a microscopic versus a macroscopic perspective.153

And yet one wonders whether all this does not add up to putting in doubt the heuristic value of the concept of the industrial revolution. Nef takes a strong negative position:

There is scarcely a concept in economic history more misleading than one which relates all the important problems of our modern civilization to economic changes that are represented as taking place in England between 1760 and 1832. There is scarcely a concept that rests on less secure foundations that one which finds a key to the understanding of the modern industrialized world in those seventy-two years of English economic history.154

I share Nef’s view that the concept of the “industrial revolution” and its almost inevitable correlate, that of the “first industrial revolution” of Great Britain, is profoundly misleading. No amount of patchwork, by extending it in time, by making it into a two-stage process, by distinguishing between slow quantitative accretion and qualitative breakthrough, will salvage it, because it starts from the premise that what explains British “advantage” is a constellation of traits which are absolute when what we need to locate is a constellation of positions which are relational within the framework of a world-economy. It is the world-economy which develops over time and not subunits within it.

The question is not why Great Britain outdistanced France or any other country (to the degree that it did, and, however, one measures the “outdistancing”), but rather why the world-economy as a whole developed in the way that it did at any particular point in time (and here we take the period 1730–1840), and why at this time there resulted a greater concentration of the most profitable economic activities within particular state boundaries (and why more capital accumulated therein) than within other state boundaries.

Briavoinne in 1839 stated more simply than we do now what was going on:

The sphere of labor grew larger; the means of production (exécution) were in the process of being multiplied and simplified each day a bit more. Population grew consequently through the diminution of the mortality rate. The treasures found in the earth were exploited better and more abundantly; man produced and consumed more; he became more rich. All these changes constitute the industrial revolution.155

If you then ask Briavoinne what accounts for this revolution, he explains it by three key inventions: firearms, the compass, and the printing press.156 We are thus referred back to a previous moment in time, the moment precisely of the creation of a capitalist world-economy several centuries earlier.

The “first industrial revolution” and the French Revolution refer presumably to event-periods coterminous in time. This has often been noted and the expression, “the age of revolutions,” has sometimes been used to designate this period. The temporal linkage is in fact reinforced by a conceptual linkage, which has been less frequently discussed. To be sure, many authors have remarked that the locution “industrial revolution” emerged out of “a very natural association”157 of the rapid industrial changes with the political changes of the French Revolution. But the converse is also true. Our perceptions of the French Revolution have come to be framed centrally by our perceptions of the industrial revolution.

The French Revolution incarnates all the political passions of the modern world, more so perhaps even than its only real rival as a symbolic event, the Russian Revolution. It is perhaps the one theme of modern history about which so many historiographies have been written that it is time for someone to do a historiography of the historiography. We shall concentrate here on the question which seems to have been central to the whole debate since the Second World War: was the French Revolution a bourgeois revolution?158

Soboul, who came to be the principal spokesman of the social interpretation of the French Revolution, which he calls the classical interpretation of the French Revolution, asserts that for Jaurès, whom he considers the founder of this school, “the Revolution was but the outcome of a long economic and social evolution which made of the bourgeoisie the mistress of power and the economy.” After Jaurès, says Soboul, came Mathiez and Lefebvre, then Soboul and Rudé.

Thus bit by bit the social interpretation of the French Revolution was perfected by a more than century-long progression. By its constant recourse to erudite research . . . , by its critical spirit, by its attempt at theoretical reflection, by its global vision of the Revolution, it alone merits being considered truly scientific.

This global vision of the Revolution is itself part of a global vision of modern history in which,

the French Revolution is only an episode in the general course of history which, after the revolutions of the Netherlands, England, and America, contributed to bringing the bourgeoisie to (or associating it with) power, and liberated the development of a capitalist economy.159

That the social interpretation of the French Revolution hides fundamentally a Whig interpretation of history, the same which produced the concept of the “first industrial revolution” in England, can be seen in the conclusion Lefebvre came to in the synthesis of his thought he wrote to commemorate the 150th anniversary of 1789:

The Declaration of the Rights of Man remains . . . the incarnation of the whole revolution. . . . America and France, as England before them, are in parallel ways tributary of a current of ideas whose success reflects the rise of the bourgeoisie and which constituted a common ideal in which is resumed the evolution of Western civilization. In the course of centuries, our West, shaped by Christianity, but heir also to the thought of Antiquity, has concentrated its efforts, overcoming a thousand visissitudes, on realizing the liberation of the human person.160

It is perhaps most useful therefore if we begin by spelling out the arguments of the social interpretation in some greater detail.161 There are three fundamental claims in this perspective. The revolution was a revolution against the feudal order and those who controlled it, the aristocracy. The revolution was an essential stage in the transition to the new social order of capitalism on behalf of those who would control it, the bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie could succeed in the revolution only by appealing for the support of the popular classes who, however, were at best its secondary beneficiaries and were at worst its victims. Furthermore, it is argued that these three statements not only summarize (French) historical reality but they are statements about a particular event-period beginning in 1789 and ending in 1799.162 This event-period is “revolutionary” in that it marked a sudden, qualitative social transformation as opposed to being merely a segment of a secular ongoing sequence of social development.

“At the end of the eighteenth century,” we are told, “the structure of French society remained essentially aristocratic.” The French Revolution marks “the advent of bourgeois, capitalist society” in that it achieved “the destruction of the seigneurial system and the privileged orders of feudal society.”163 Soboul’s assessment of French society is curiously close to that of Landes, except that the difference they both see between Britain and France in the eighteenth century continues to exist for Landes in the nineteenth (and perhaps even the first half of the twentieth) centuries:

The effect of these forces [aristocratic snobbery, bourgeois aspiration, the pressure of literary and artistic opinion] was a general atmosphere [in France] that can best be termed anticapitalistic. The medieval concept of production for use and not for profit, of a static as opposed to a dynamic society, never lost its validity.164

In eighteenth-century France, a France that was not merely “feudal” but said to be undergoing an “aristocratic reaction,” the bourgeoisie found itself deeply frustrated, especially in terms of investment in manufacture because of restrictions imposed on “the elementary capitalist freedoms: the freedom to have labor, the freedom to produce, and the freedom to buy and sell.” The freedoms, it need hardly be added, were presumed to be widely available to the British, who utilized them to launch an industrial revolution. Thus the stage was set, it is argued, for the bourgeoisie to make “its entry on the revolutionary stage.”165

The French bourgeoisie had fortune thrust upon it in 1789, taking (of two possible paths from feudalism to capitalism) the one Marx designated as the “really revolutionizing path.”166 If one asks why the bourgeoisie took this path, Soboul attributes it to the “obstinacy of the aristocracy” (which refused to make concessions) and to the “relentlessness of the peasant masses” (the antifeudal jacqueries of 1789–1793), but not at all to the bourgeoisie “which had not sought the ruin of the aristocracy.”167 Soboul does not tell us if these are the same reasons why the English bourgeoisie took the same “really revolutionizing path.” Nor does he tell us if those countries who followed the other path, the “Prussian path,” were blessed by a less obstinate aristocracy or had a less relentless peasantry.

It is at this point that the exposition becomes a little hazy. Soboul argues quite conventionally that the English revolution was “far less radical” than the French, which was “the most dramatic” of all bourgeois revolutions, indeed the “classic bourgeois revolution.”168 This said, we are left with Hobsbawm’s “gigantic paradox,” that, “on paper” (that is, in accordance with this explanatory model), France was “ideally suited to capitalist development” and should have soared ahead of its competitors. Yet, in fact, its economic development was “slower” than that of others, most particularly than that of Britain. Hobsbawm has an explanation: “the French Revolution . . . took away with the hand of Robespierre much of what it gave with the hand of the Constituent Assembly.”169 If, however, the Jacobins, representatives par excellence of the bourgeois revolution, created by their actions an “impregnable [economically retrogressive] citadel of small and middle peasant proprietors, small craftsmen and shopkeepers” which “slowed [the capitalist transformation of agriculture and small enterprise] to a crawl,”170 one wonders in what sense this was indeed a bourgeois revolution, or if bourgeois, in what sense a revolution?171

It is thus that we come to the most delicate part of the perspective, the role attributed to popular forces. Chateaubriand’s aphorism, “the patricians began the Revolution: the plebeians completed it,”172 is now accepted truth. Where then do the bourgeois come in? Presumably by confounding both: taking the leadership away from the aristocracy in 1789 with the (solicited) support of the popular forces,173 but checking the popular forces by Thermidor, by the defeat of the popular insurrections of Year III, by putting down the Conspiracy of the Equals, and ultimately (perhaps also) by the 18th Brumaire.174

The picture of class forces is one with bourgeoisie in political control everywhere. The Girondins, the Jacobins (Dantonists or “Indulgents,” Robespierrists, Hébertistes), the sans-culottes were all “bourgeois” forces (or in the case of the sans-culottes an alliance of forces led by petty-bourgeois shopkeepers and artisans). These political factions represented increasing degrees of revolutionary militancy, and, to a limited extent, decreasing degrees of bourgeois rank.175

The masses who took so active a role did so under (petty) bourgeois leadership; this was true not only of the sans-culottes, but even of the peasantry, insofar as one means by petty-bourgeois leadership, the leadership of better-off peasants.176 On the one hand, these petty producers (urban and rural) are said to be the vanguard of the revolution and “uncompromisingly antifeudal,”177 (unlike, I presume, other bourgeois who were prone to compromise). On the other hand, it is precisely the concessions that were made to this petty bourgeois group and which proved so durable that are used to explain Hobsbawm’s paradox: the slow pace of nineteenth-century French industrial development and hence the global failure of the French bourgeoisie.

This classical model was disquieting to many in part because of its political implications and usage, in part because of the lack of theoretical rigor behind the facade of a straightforward account, in part because it was thought to be inconsistent with some of the empirical realities. In any case, it has been subjected to a massive attack on all fronts since the 1950s: from the proponents of the Atlantic thesis (Godechot, Palmer), from the skeptics about the role attributed to the bourgeoisie in the Revolution (Cobban, Furet), and from those who have been undertaking to reassess the traditional descriptions of eighteenth-century France, in particular, of the role of the aristocracy in the functioning of the economy.

The Atlantic thesis is essentially that the French Revolution is one part of a larger whole, that “great revolutionary movement which affects the whole Western world.” This larger whole includes, notably, the American Revolution but also the various Latin American revolutions, that of Haiti, and revolutions in almost every European country in the late eighteenth century. The French Revolution is said to be “of the same nature” as these others, only “infinitely more intense.”178 Having made this assertion, the proponents of the Atlantic thesis are less revisionist of the classical interpretation than is sometimes thought.179 This singular revolution of the West is defined by the Atlanticists as a “ ‘liberal’ or ‘bourgeois’ ” revolution,180 a “democratic” revolution, in which “democrats” were fighting against “aristocrats.”181 Furthermore, the Atlanticists interpret the Jacobin phase conventionally as the “revolutionizing of the revolution,”182 a revolution which was, however, “radical at the very beginning.”183 Jacobin radicalism is explained, at least in part, by the “class struggle.”184

Given that the Atlantic thesis utilizes the key premises of the social interpretation—that the revolution was one of the bourgeoisie against the artisocracy, that it was a necessary mode of transition, that the Jacobins incarnate its most radical form—why does Soboul hurl anathema upon it and charge that it “empties [the French Revolution] of all specific content,”185 especially since the Atlanticists present a sympathetic picture of the Revolution? The answer seems very clear: the Atlanticist version “dissociates” the French and Russian Revolutions, seeing the one as indigenous and the other as reactive (to “backwardness”), one as part of the eighteenth-century “Revolution of the Western world” and the other as part of the twentieth-century “Revolution of the non-Western.”186 Atlanticism, therefore, ends up more as an implicit reinterpretation of the Russian Revolution than of the French.

This concern with the Russian Revolution is, of course, not far from the minds as well of those who challenge the concept of a “bourgeois revolution,” but they go more for the jugular. “Everything is derived from Cobban,” it has been said.187 It is more reasonable to argue that everything is derived from Tocqueville’s basic sense that “the Revolution did not overturn, it accelerated.”188 The key operation is to insist upon looking beyond the event-period of the French Revolution itself to the longer sweep, backward and forward, of the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, which encompasses “a slow but revolutionary mutation” resulting from the “plurisecular” development of capitalism.189 Furet makes the telling point that, given the premises of the tenants of the social interpretation, they should welcome rather than resist this reorientation of temporal perspective. “If one insists on a conceptualization in terms of ‘mode of production’, one has to take as the object of study a period infinitely vaster than the years of the French Revolution by themselves.”190

The central case against considering the French Revolution a bourgeois revolution is that by the eighteenth century France was no longer a feudal country in any meaningful sense. Cobban quotes a legal treatise of the time to argue that seigniorial rights were merely “a bizarre form of property.” It follows then that the push to increase seigniorial dues which constituted the largest part of the feudal or aristocratic “reaction” was “much more commercial than feudal.”191

The argument consists of two parts. The first is to assert that many seigniors, even most seigniors, functioned in the economic arena as bourgeois, and that it is “scarcely stretching terminology” to define the nobility as “successful bourgeois.”192 Against the “false” traditional picture of the provincial French noble as “indolent, dull and impoverished,” he should be seen as being more often than not an “active, shrewd, and prosperous landowner,”193 whose improving role in agriculture has been “too often depreciated” in comparison to the “sometimes exaggerated” role of the English noble.194 Thus, there were “nobles who were capitalists,” and these were to be found in the “highest ranks” of the nobility.195 If one analyzes carefully seigniorial balance-sheets, it will be seen that feudal dues, as opposed to capitalist profit, “counted strictō sensū often [only] for a small part or even a very small part” of total income.196 It was indeed, as Bloch argued quite early, the extension of capitalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that had revalidated economically “feudal” privilege:

In a world more and more dominated by an economy that was capitalist in form, privileges originally accorded to the heads of a few small involuted village communities, came little by little to take on a previously unsuspected value.197

Nor was this capitalist activity of the nobility limited to agriculture. Goubert argues that “a large proportion” of the nobility became significantly interested in manufactures in the eighteenth century, thus “installing themselves early on in the economy of the future and preparing its ‘take-off’.”198

The second part of the argument is to insist that the “aristocratic reaction” has been mislabeled. What observers term a “reaction” reflects primarily the improvement in the market position of “lessors (bailleurs) vis-à-vis lessees (preneurs).”199 It was, in addition, the result not of backwardness but of technological progress. Improved methods of surveying and cartography permitted the seigniors to benefit from “a sort of perfecting of management techniques.”200 Far from there being a “closure” of the nobility, the problem was its “opening, too great for the cohesion of the order, too narrow [nonetheless] for the prosperity of the century.”201 And far from this being a period of great frustration for the French bourgeoisie, the proper theme of the eighteenth-century French history is “the rise of the Third Estate.”202

One can hear the response of the advocates of the social interpretation. These bourgeois who “rose” in the Ancien Régime sought to “aristocratize” themselves as rapidly as possible. Their ideal was vivre noblement. It was only after 1789 that a new kind of bourgeoisie emerged, one ready to live as reinvesting bourgeois (one is almost tempted to add the refrain, one that was infused with a Protestant ethic).

Three kinds of answers are given to this retort. First, vivre noblement was not necessarily incompatible with continuing a profit-oriented mercantile activity.203 Second, the implicit group of comparison, British bourgeois (even British industrialists), also shared the ideal of vivre noblement.204 Third, the pattern did not change in France after the Revolution.205

If it is indeed “not possible to discern a fundamental cleavage at this time between the bourgeoisie and the nobility,”206 what then explains the French Revolution, since surely something occurred in 1789? This argument thus far has eliminated class antagonism as an explanation, since the economic roles of the social categories, noble and bourgeois, are considered to have been highly congruent.207 Tocqueville also eliminates as an explanation a difference in political rights—“neither [aristocrat nor bourgeois] had any”; and a difference in privileges—“those of the bourgeoisie [in the Ancien Régime] were [also] immense.” This leaves only the difference that nobility and bourgeoisie led “separate [social] lives.”208 Tocqueville concluded nonetheless that the Revolution was the “natural, indeed inevitable, outcome” of the various particular aspects of the Ancien Régime, “so inevitable yet so completely unforeseen.” The Revolution occurred through the coming together of the two “ruling passions” of eighteenth-century France, the “indomitable hatred of inequality” and the “desire to live . . . as free men.”209

The recent Tocquevillians in France have continued this explanatory model, combining an amorphous melange of particulars210 and the emphasis on a change in values.211 But they have made one major change in the argument. The Revolution is no longer seen as “inevitable.” It has now become an “accident,” the coincidental result of the telescoping of three revolutions (that of the Assembly, of Paris and the towns, and of the countryside) into a single time period; it was “the popular intervention that transformed the rhythms of the revolution.”212 The shift in emphasis is important analytically but understandable politically. Tocqueville was seeking to persuade conservative forces to accept the Revolution, which was not as bad, he said in effect, as they thought, whereas his successors were seeking to persuade liberal intellectuals that all was not virtue in the Revolution (the Girondins sí, Robespierre no). As Furet himself says, “for almost 200 years, the history of the Revolution has never been other than an account of causation, thus a discourse about identity.”213

By renouncing the concept of a bourgeois revolution, Furet and Richet wish to identify instead with a “liberal revolution,” a revolution they say began earlier in 1789. They are quite explicit about what is to them the most significant intellectual question concerning the French revolution:

Let us dare ask the question: as a result of what accidents did the liberal revolution fail in the short run, that revolution which was launched (enfantée) in the eighteenth century, and would be finally achieved decades later by the French bourgeoisie?214

August 10, 1792 marks for them the date that began the great “dérapage”215 from the path of liberalism which reached its apogee during the Terror, that “brief parenthesis and counter-current” in the “immense thrust of liberalism” spanning the period 1750 to 1850.

It was, it seems, the patriotic fervor of the masses which undid liberalism.216 Furet and Richet reproach Soboul for analyzing Year II as an “annunciation” of 1871 or 1917.217 But is not their analysis equally a certain reading of the history of the twentieth century? In any case, they draw one conclusion from their analysis of this period which is impeccably Soboulian—that, after Year II, the bourgeoisie rediscovered its true objectives: “economic freedom, individualism in property, limited suffrage.”218 But if that is the case, the critique of the concept of a bourgeois revolution loses some of its force. To be sure, the dating of Furet’s “liberal” revolution is somewhat different, somewhat longer, than Soboul’s “bourgeois” revolution. It is less political, more “cultural” perhaps. And the two analyses are in profound disaccord about the interpretion of Year II. The implications once again for the study of the Russian Revolution are different. But the revisionist and the social interpretation of what this historic turning point represents for France are less antithetical than all the fanfare might lead one to believe.

That this is so can be seen by the numerous attempts to find a mode of reconciling the two analyses. These attempts share a common characteristic: they seek to incorporate what seems correct in the critique of the concept of the bourgeois revolution without incorporating the political implications that have been drawn from this critique.

Robin accepts the critique of Furet that, if one is analyzing a change in the mode of production, it is necessarily an analysis that must be made about a long term. A social revolution cannot transform the “rhythm of productive forces; it can only render such a transformation possible.” It was not the social revolution but the industrial revolution which permitted the passage from a formal to a real subsumption of labor, and this industrial revolution was “clearly posterior to the social revolution.”219

Furthermore, it is true that the difference between the nobility and the bourgeoisie in economic roles in the eighteenth century had become relatively minor. Both were “mixed classes,”220 and most seigniors were transforming themselves into capitalist landlords. Once one asserts that France was following neither the English path nor the “Prussian path” but represented an in-between case, and that France was in a typical stage of “transition” from feudalism to capitalism going on for several centuries before and after the French Revolution,221 it is no longer difficult to reconcile the perspective of the long term and a Marxist analysis.222

There is a second mode of reconciling the two. Zapperi asserts that it is correct to say that the quarrel between the Third Estate and the nobility was merely a quarrel between competing elites, both of which for Zapperi were, however, precapitalist elites. The French Revolution was not a bourgeois revolution because France was still in a precapitalist stage of its history. To see the “vulgar polemics” of an urban mercantile stratum quarreling with a landed aristocracy as a class struggle requires a “strong dose of imagination.” The bourgeoisie do not deserve the merit of attributing to them a “revolutionary path”; they achieved their ends “over long centuries” by expanding their role in civil society. To designate the French Revolution as a social revolution is to project backwards by analogy the proletarian revolution, whereas the bourgeoisie had not yet even created a situation in which the working class lived entirely off the sale of its labor force. The Soboulian scenario turns out to be a myth for Zapperi too, but one perpetrated by the Abbé Siéyès more than by Marx, although Marx played into the hands of “mercantile prejudices.”223

There is a third way to accept the critique of the concept of bourgeois revolution without necessarily endorsing liberalism. It is to remove the bourgeoisie from its pedestal in favor of other groups whose actions are considered more consequential and which may be then said to define the true historical meaning of the event-period. Guérin made this case with some force already in 1946. The French Revolution had a “double character.” It was both a bourgeois revolution and “a permanent revolution in its internal mechanism,” which “bred an embryonic proletarian revolution,” that is, an anti-capitalist revolution.224

Guérin managed to unite Soboul and Furet in opposition to him. They both reject this perception of the role of the sans-culottes, this implicit reading of twentieth-century history. For Soboul, Guérin mistakes for a proletarian avant-garde what is largely “a rear-guard defending their positions in the traditional economy.” The sans-culottes furthermore, says Soboul, were united with the bourgeoisie “on the essential matters, the hatred of the aristocracy and the will to be victorious.”225

For Furet and Richet, too, the sans-culottes were largely rear-guard forces indulging in “Rousseauian” reminiscences, in search of “reactionary” utopias of a past golden age. If, during Year II, the sans-culottes quarreled with the government, it was the doing of their cadres, “a sort of sub-intelligentsia [a petty bourgeoisie] which had emerged out of the stalls and shops,” who were jealous of those who had gained positions during the Revolution. Far from this being a class struggle, embryonic or otherwise, it was a mere power struggle, “a matter of rivalry between competing teams.”226

It is clear now how the Guérin critique bypasses the Soboul—Furet quarrel in an opposite way from those of Robin and Zapperi. The latter agree with Furet that the French Revolution was not a bourgeois revolution in the way Soboul thinks it is, because the full social revolution occurred or was fulfilled after the French Revolution. Guérin however agrees with Soboul that Year II was no “dérapage” because the Jacobins were really no different from the Girondins. This was not, however, because they represented the high point of bourgeois radicalism but because they represented the high point of bourgeois political deception of the masses.227 Robespierre may not incarnate “dérapage” but neither is he a hero for Guérin. The sans-culottes and Babouvism thus become even more central to his story than to that of Soboul (and Cobb, Rudé).228

The Guérin position emphasizes the role of the embryonic proletariat and thereby downplays the extent to which the French Revolution can be defined as primarily a bourgeois revolution. In parallel fashion, others emphasize the role of the peasantry not merely as a set of actors in an additional revolution side by side with the bourgeois revolution but as those who left the strongest mark on the French Revolution, which can be defined as the “first successful peasant revolution of modern times.”229 The peasants were the only group, it is argued, whose gains were not taken away in the Restoration of 1815.

This emphasis has been used to criticize Soboul230 and to criticize Furet.231 But the most important point is that its results in a perspective that sees the French Revolution as an anti-capitalist revolution. Le Roy Ladurie asks whether it would not be better to designate the “revolutionary antiseigniorialism” of the last years of the Ancien Régime as an “anticapitalist reaction,” given the fact that it was against the enclosers, the irrigators, the modernizers that the peasants were reacting, and that where such improving landlords were lacking, as in Brittany, where there was no “penetration in depth” of capitalism, peasants were passive.232 In a similar fashion, Hunecke sees precisely in the rise of laissez faire and the end of the control of bread prices the explanation of “the revolutionary mentality of the masses” which took the form of a “defensive reaction” against free trade and the laws of the market.233

The centrality of the lord–peasant struggle (in the tradition of Barrington Moore) finally leads Skocpol also to insist that the French Revolution was not a “bourgeois revolution” and that it was not comparable to the English Revolution. It was rather the expression of “contradiction centered in the structures of old-regime states.” It was as much or more a “bureaucratic mass-incorporating and state-strengthening revolution as it was (in any case) a bourgeois revolution.” In this sense, the appropriate comparison is to the Russian and Chinese revolutions of the twentieth century. But neither was it then part of a liberal revolution since the political result of the peasant revolts in the French Revolution was a “more centralized and bureaucratic state, not a liberal-parliamentary regime.”234

What then is this whole argument about? Clearly, the French Revolution did occur and was a monumental “event” in terms of its diverse and continuing consequences for France and the world. It is also undoubtedly a “myth” in the Sorelian sense; to this day it remains politically important, and not only in France, to capture this myth and harness it.

“The revolution,” Clemenceau said in 1897, “is a bloc.” For Cobban, this is the “real fallacy” behind all the particular myths of the French Revolution, the idea that there is a something, one thing, “which you can be for or against.”235 Lefebvre is quite right to retort:

The convocation of the Estates-General was a ‘good tidings’; it announced the birth of a new society, in accordance with justice, in which life would be better; in the Year II, the same myth inspired the sans-culottes; it has survived in our tradition, and as in 1789 and in 1793, it is revolutionary.236

It is because this myth is so powerful that Cobban, instead of denouncing the Revolution as evil in the fashion of the nineteenth-century opponents, seeks to undermine the myth of attacking its credibility, an attack which even a defender of the classical model of the bourgeois revolution like Vidotto admits has been relatively “persuasive.” As Vidotto says, however, to respond to these criticisms by widening the definitions, as some defenders of the concept do, leads to “terminological indeterminacy” and makes the whole explanation incomprehensible. Therefore he finds the concept of the bourgeois revolution in its classical form “an unrenounceable heritage for those who move in a Marxist orbit, and not only for them.”237

But is this heritage unrenounceable for those who wish to hail the “good tidings”? As we have seen, time and again, the interpretations of the French Revolution serve as commentaries on the twentieth century. But may it not be possible that some of our confusions about the twentieth century are due to our misinterpretations of the eighteenth? If so, then to perpetuate models because they represent an “unrenounceable heritage” is to ensure strategic error in the interests of maintaining the form of sentiments that were once useful (but may no longer be so) for collective cohesion. I don’t believe we should try to preserve the image of the French Revolution as a bourgeois revolution in order to preserve that of the Russian Revolution as a proletarian one. But I also do not believe we should try to create the image of the French Revolution as a liberal one in order to tarnish that of the Russian Revolution as a totalitarian one. Neither category–bourgeois nor liberal—classifies well what did in fact go on.

Furet says, “the Revolution incarnates the illusion of politics; it transforms objective reality (le subi) into subjective consciousness (en conscient).” He reminds us that Marx considered that Thermidor represented the “revenge of real society.”238 He draws from this anti-voluntarist conclusions. But by insisting on reanalyzing the French Revolution in the context both of long-term social change (with its transmutations of the very concept of the bourgeoisie) and of a rupture in the dominant political ideology, he gets closer to the spirit of historical materialism than he believes. I am sometimes tempted to classify Furet as a closet Marxist revolutionary, while identifying Soboul, by his exaltation of Year II and his reification of concepts like bourgeoisie and aristocracy into sociological categories, as a double agent of rampart bourgeois liberalism. By refusing the concept of bourgeois revolution on the grounds of the fluidity of the categories themselves, the “revisionists” of the classic interpretation may be making it possible to see how a process of class polarization actually operates—through long, sinuous, persistent restructuring in which the French Revolution plays its role but is not a decisive turning point (drums roll!).

Marx had one major fault. He was a little too Smithian (competition is the norm of capitalism, monopoly a distortion) and a little too Schumpeterian (the entrepreneur is the bearer of progress). Many twentieth-century Marxists no longer share these prejudices, but they think that this is because capitalism has evolved. Once, however, one inverts these assumptions, then the use of a dialectical and materialist framework for analysis pushes one to a very different reading of the history of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, even of the nineteenth, than Marx himself made for the most part.

But surely, I can hear the objection, the French Revolution spoke the language of anti-feudalism. Serfdom was finally abolished; guilds were finally forbidden; the aristocracy and the clergy finally ceased to be privileged orders. Yes, all this is more or less true. It is certainly the case that, in the Ancien Régime, at a time when the ideology of “orders” was dominant, even the wealthiest of haut-bourgeois, insofar as they were not ennobled, suffered from social disdain and material discrimination. Nor was it enough to purchase nobility. In 1781, the loi Ségur rendered it necessary to be a noble of the fourth generation to become an army officer. Whether this was merely a passing snobbism of the aristocracy of the sword, which would have soon been revoked or ignored, we shall never know. It was nonetheless a fiercely felt irritation by the upper strata of the Third Estate as well as by the recently ennobled nobility of the robe.

And then came the French Revolution. For a few years, on the streets, people were actually stopped and aggressively asked, “Are you of the Third Estate?” and the answer had better be yes. This difficult moment was followed by Thermidor and Napoleon and the Restoration and things were back to normal somewhat. Haut-bourgeois once again sought to obtain noble titles, at least until 1870. And after that, they continued to seek signs of formal social status, as successful bourgeois have since the emergence of capitalism as a world-system.

If, then, anti-feudalism is not what the French Revolution was about, why then the language of anti-feudalism? Braudel has an excellent answer:

Might is not be thought that it was at least partly because the language of capitalism had not found the vocabulary to handle a new and surprising situation, that the French peasant reverted to the familiar old language of anti-feudalism?239

But if this is the answer for the peasantry, how can we explain that the notables of the Third Estate also came to use the same language? One answer is that the noisy quarrel of the “bourgeoisie” and the “aristocracy” was a gigantic diversion, in the two senses of the word diversion: fun and games; and displacement of the attention of others, in this case, the peasants and the sans-culottes.240

Yet, of course, something did change in 1789, and even more in 1791–1793. As Anderson has said, “the whole ideological world of the West was transformed.”241 The transition from feudalism to capitalism had long since occurred. That is the whole argument of these volumes. The transformation of the state structure was merely the continuation of a process that had been going on for two centuries. In this regard Tocqueville is correct. Thus, the French Revolution marked neither basic economic nor basic political transformation. Rather, the French Revolution was, in terms of the capitalist world-economy, the moment when the ideological superstructure finally caught up with the economic base. It was the consequence of the transition, not its cause nor the moment of its occurrence.

The grande bourgeoisie, transposition of the aristocracy in a capitalist world, believed in profit, but not in liberal ideology. La carrière ouverte aux talents, universal truth, the categorical imperative are first of all ideological themes in the narrow sense. They are instrumental, diversionary creeds, not meant to be taken seriously whenever they interfere with the maximal accumulation of capital. Nonetheless, the ideology also reflects the structural endpoint of the capitalist process, the final bourgeoisification of the upper classes, where all advantage will be derived from current position in the economic structure rather than from past position. And the proclamation of the instrumental ideology is itself an important factor in the structural unfolding of this process. What was meant as a screen became over time a constraint.

The French Revolution had, in addition, one further meaning, and this is the sense in which it announced the future. The French Revolution represented the first of the antisystemic revolutions of the capitalist world-economy—in small part a success, in larger part a failure. But the “myth” that it represents is not a bourgeois myth but an anti-bourgeois myth.

The concept of the bourgeois revolution serves ultimately the same function as the concept of the industrial revolution. The latter purports to explain why Great Britain captured a disproportionate amount of world surplus in this particular period, particularly vis-à-vis its chief rival, France. The concept of the bourgeois revolution explains the same phenomenon, using French rather than British data. It tells us why France lost out. France had its “bourgeois revolution” more than a century later than Great Britain, and a “bourgeois revolution” is presumed to be the prerequisite to an “industrial revolution.”

We are in no sense denying that, in the period 1730–1840, Great Britain (or more exactly the bourgeoisie who had their territorial base in Great Britain) gained a major competitive edge over France. We shall now seek to explain how this happened, without having recourse to either of these two interlinked misconceptions, the industrial and the bourgeois revolutions.

1 Kerridge (1969, 468).

2 See, for example, among very many others, Mathias (1969) and Deane (1979).

3 Poulantzas (1971, I, 187).

4 Charles and Richard Tilly put it well: “Belief in the Industrial Revolution is so widespread and tenacious among us that we may call it the principal dogma and vested interest of European economic historians” (1971, 186).

5 The original use of the term has been traced by Bezanson (1922, 345–346) to a comparison in 1798 with the French Revolution, a comparison that has remained implicit ever since. Williams suggests that its usage as the instituting of a new order of society rather than as mere technical change should be traced to Lamartine in the 1830s (1976, 138). It is used in this sense subsequently by Adolphe Blanqui, Friedrich Engels, John Stuart Mill, and Karl Marx (Mantoux, 1928, 25, fn. 1). Heaton suggests Arnold Toynbee took the term from Marx and put it “into academic circulation”(1932, 3).

We should note as well that contemporaries seemed little aware of the phenomenon. M. S. Anderson (1979, 192) observes that in the “best book of the time,” George Chalmers An Historical View of the Domestic Economy of Great Britain and Ireland from the Earliest to the Present Times, published in Edinburgh in 1812, there is much discussion of trade, population, and public revenues, but that “industry receives scarcely any attention.”

6 Coleman (1956, 20). Responding to usages of the term, “industrial revolution,” which he considers too loose, Plumb responds vigorously: “Between 1760 and 1790 it was crystal clear there were two worlds [in Britain], the old and the new. . . . Nor could the process of change be gradual. . . . Compared with the centuries which had gone before, the changes in industry, agriculture, and social life in the second half of the eighteenth century were both violent and revolutionary” (1950, 77).

7 Landes (1969, 42).

8 Hobsbawm (1962, 46).

9 Toynbee (1956, 58). This emphasis on social or sociological change as the heart of “revolution” was put forward already in 1844 by Friedrich Engels: “On the surface it may appear that the century of revolution has passed England by. . . . And yet since the middle of the [eighteenth] century England has undergone a greater upheaval than any other country, an upheaval which has had consequences all the more far-reaching for being effected quietly and which is therefore more likely to achieve its goal in practice than the French political revolution or the German philosophical revolution. . . . Social revolution is the only true revolution, to which political and philosophical revolution must lead” (1971, 9).

10 Hartwell (1967a, 8). Cannadine (1984) sees four different and successive interpretations of the industrial revolution; as negative social consequences (1880–1920), as cyclical fluctuation (1920–1950), as economic growth (1950–1970), and as limit to growth (1970– ).

11 Deane (1979, 1).

12 Hughes (1968, 253); see also Dobb (1946, 258) and Landes (1969, 41). Landes elaborates this into three improvements: the substitution of machines for human skill, of inanimate for animate power, and of mineral for vegetable or animal substances as raw materials. Cipolla calls this the substitution of mechanical for biological “converters” of energy (1961, 529).

13 See Ballot (1923). To translate “machinisme” by “mechanism” is to lose its usage as a concept.

14 Deane (1979, 106). In seeking to justify his argument that British industrialization was “unique,” Mathias argues that it was unique “in the extent of the dominance of a single national economy in the crucial matrix of cheap coal, cheap iron, machine-making, power and mineral fuel technology, engineering skills.” And, he adds, it was “first, and therefore unique” in that sense too (1979a, 19); cf. a similar argument of conjuncture in Rostow (1971, 33).

The argument of conjuncture is taken to its logical extreme by Wrigley. In seeking to refute the idea that “modernization” (or “rationality”) leads “ineluctably” to “industrialization” (or “sustained economic growth”), since in that case Holland which was more “modern” than England in the eighteenth century should have been the first to industrialize, Wrigley insists that the series of technical innovations were “the product of special, local circumstances,” what he terms a “happy coincidence.” It follows that “what is explained is not simply why the Industrial Revolution occurred in England earlier than elsewhere, but why it occurred at all.” He concludes on the thought that “it is quite possible for a man to have, say, a one-in-fifty chance of hitting the jackpot and yet still win it” (1972, 247, 259). This is logically similar to Hartwell’s argument that the industrial revolution must be seen “as a discontinuity in its own right rather than as a residual result of the rise of capitalism” (1970b, 10).

15 Mantoux (1928, 25), who adds that “the distinctive characteristic of the factory system is the use of machinery” (p. 38). See also Toynbee (1956, 63).

16 Hobsbawm (1968, 34). Furthermore, this transformation was seen from the beginning as a “crisis.” Saint-Simon, in his apostrophe to the king in Système industriel published in 1821 wrote: “Sire, the march of events continues to aggravate the crisis in which society find itself, not only in France but throughout the large nation formed by the peoples of western Europe.” Cited in Febvre (1962, 514).

17 Saville (1969, 251). Once again the argument is that Great Britain is unique: “Nowhere save in Britain was the peasantry virtually eliminated before acceleration of economic growth that is associated with the development of industrial capitalism, and of the many features of early industrialization in Britain none is more striking than the presence of a rapidly growing proletariat in the countryside” (p. 250).

18 Landes (1969, 77). See also Plumb (1982, 284). “After all, the new industrial methods began in the consumer industries—textiles, pottery, the buttons, buckles and pins of Boulton and Watt.” Deane argues in a similar vein: “It is only when the potential market was large enough, and the demand elastic enough, to justify a substantial increase in output, that the rank and file of entrepreneurs broke away from their traditional techniques. . . . There is no evidence to suggest that . . . the majority of producers were any more ready to innovate in 1815 than they had been in 1750” (1979, 131). Deane and Cole have, however, vacillated on the source of demand. Having located it in foreign trade in the first edition of their book in 1962, they wrote in the preface to the second edition: “Were we to write this book again today we might be tempted to take our stand on somewhat different ground, notably, for example, on the role of foreign trade in eighteenth-century growth” (1967, xv).

19 Whitehead (1964, 74). Crouzet calls the eighteenth century “the Atlantic stage of European economic development,” asserting that, for France before the Revolution, trade with the Americas was “the most dynamic sector of the whole economy” (1964, 568). Boulle adds a locus of demand not usually included. He notes that in the slave trade the assorted goods used to pay for slaves had become quite standardized. “Thus all the demand factors ordinarily identified at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution—importance of the market, standardization of merchandise, bonus for the artisan producing on schedule—were all to be found in Africa” (1975, 312).

20 Eversley (1967, 248, 211); see also Bairoch (1973b, 571). Eversley places himself in the Rostow tradition, arguing that the 1770–1780 period, during which the domestic market was said to be favorable was “crucial as the ‘warming-up’ period just before the take-off [1780s] into susained growth (p. 209). Rostow, however, refutes Marczewski’s arguments about eighteenth-century French economic growth on the grounds that France’s foreign trade was insufficient to permit take-off: “The difference between Prof. Marczewski and him [Rostow] was a simple one. In assessing French evolution, Prof. Rostow said that he had decided . . . that the development of a modern textile industry for the home market alone did not have a sufficient scale effect to act as a basis for sustained growth. For textiles to serve that function, the lift which foreign trade gave was also necessary. This was an arbitrary judgment which led him to deny that the early nineteenth-century cotton industries in France and Germany could have acted as leading sectors in take-off” (Hague, 1963, 359).

Markovitch, Marczewski’s associate, inverts the argument, doubting that the growth of the English cotton industry in the late eighteenth century, which he admits was “exceptional,” could be “the central pivot which pulled the British industrial machine into the orbit of the Industrial Revolution,” since in 1770 cotton was only 5% of British textile production, and all textiles only 10% of the national revenue, whereas wool represented a third of British industrial production and was equally significant in France (1976a, 645). Cameron uses these same precentage figures about cotton to confront Hobsbawm’s assertion (1968, 40) that “whoever says Industrial Revolution says cotton” with the retort; “Insofar as the statement is accurate, it also reveals the inadequacy and pretentiousness of the term [industrial revolution]” (1985, 4).

21 Hobsbawm (1968, 42).

22 Mokyr (1977, 1005). For a critique of Mokyr and a defense of Elizabeth Gilboy’s argument of change of taste as the basis of expanded demand, see Ben-Schachar (1984). Another supply-side theorist is Davis who sees the impetus precisely in “technical change in the manufacture of cotton” (1979, 10). For the argument of technological innovations as the single, sufficient explanation of the industrial revolution, see Gaski (1982); and for devastating criticism, see Geary (1984).

23 Hamilton (1953, 336). Landes (1969, 74) attacks Hamilton on the grounds that profit inflation was as high on the continent of Europe in that period but only Britain had the industrial revolution. See also Felix (1956).

24 See Wallerstein (1974, 77–84).

25 Ashton (1948, 11).

26 Crouzet (1972a, 68). “Evidence of Britain’s wealth in the eighteenth century is overwhelming” (p. 40). Crouzet also agrees that there were in this period “extremely high net profits” (1972b, 195; cf. Pollard, 1972a, 127–129).

27 Hartwell (1976b, 67). Chapman also uses the word “modest” (1970, 252). Pollard says the speed of growth of fixed capital has been “often exaggerated” (1972a, 143). See also Bairoch on the low capital costs involved (1974, 54–65).

28 Landes (1969, 78). He seems to feel this thrust will hurt primarily the Marxists. “So much,” he adds, “for the preoccupation with primitive accumulation.”

29 Deane (1973b, 358–359). Insofar as this means a shift from investment in land to investment in industry, Crouzet’s caution is salutary: “Landlords put their power of borrowing on the security of their estates at the disposal of transport improvements. But, as far as industry is concerned, one is tempted to keep to Postan’s view that ‘surprisingly little’ of the wealth of rural England ‘found its way into the new industrial enterprises’ ” (1972a, 56). The reference is to Postan (1972) who argues that “apart from the inner circle of merchants and financiers, the habit of investing has grown only in the nineteenth century” (p. 75).

Crouzet also notes that “in the eighteenth and even at the beginning of the nineteenth century, [agriculture, transport, and building] absorbed much more capital than was invested in British industry” (1972b, 163).

30 See Gille: “[Credit facilities] were much lower on the continent, perhaps because the larger banks . . . got a larger proportion of their profits from government financing” (1973, 260). Chapman, however, does not believe that capital was all that available from the banks for the English cotton industry. “All indications are that before the advent of the joint-stock banks and the coincident spread of acceptance houses [in the 1830s], the institutional support for northern manufacturers was weak” (1979, 66).

31 Lüthy (1961, 25). Morineau similarly argues about investment patterns in eighteenth-century Europe: “Capitalism didn’t worry about frontiers” (1965, 233).

32 Deane & Cole (1967, 5).

33 See Deane (1979, 21). Habakkuk observes: “The growth [in English population] which started in the 1740’s was not reversed. It was not only not reversed; it accelerated” (1971, 26).

34 Plumb (1950, 78). Krause provides the accompaniment of the reassuring hypothesis that the “poorer groups” possibly had the lowest reproduction rates, unlike the situation in the contemporary peripheral countries where they have the highest. He admits the assertion is on “treacherous ground” but argues that had the Western poor not limited the size of families, following closely it seems the good advice of Pastor Malthus, “it is difficult to see how the West could have avoided the poverty which is found in India today” (1969, 108). Thus, from theory, we infer empirical data.

35 See McKeown: “Since the modern rise [of population since the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries] is unique [in its size, continuity, and duration], it is quite unsatisfactory to attempt to explain separately its initial phase” (1976, 6). For Garden, the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century demographic pattern was that of “a very slow evolution, not a revolution,” the true revolution occurring in “the second half of the twentieth century” (1978d, 151, 154).

36 Tucker (1963, 215).

37 Morineau (1971, 323).

38 Milward & Saul (1973, 314).

39 Drake (1969, 2).

40 Habakkuk (1958, 500). Habakkuk’s own answer was that “the most reasonable interpretation of the increase in agricultural output in the late eighteenth century is that it was a response to the growth of population rather than the initiator of that growth” (1971, 33).

41 McKeown & Brown (1969, 53).

42 McKeown & Brown (1969, 53).

43 McKeown (1976, 16).

44 Razzell (1969, 134). The key argument is that since the English middle and upper strata also show a rise in their life expectancy, “an explanation in terms of increased food supplies is inappropriate.” In a later article, Razzell (1974, 13) makes his argument more general: “It was an improvement in personal hygiene rather than a change in public health that was responsible for the reduction in mortality between 1801 and 1841.”

See also Armengaud (1973, 38–43), who, however, believes this factor was combined with higher agricultural productivity which led to betterfed populations, more resistant to disease.

45 The disease-by-disease analysis is to be found in McKeown (1976, 91–109). He admits that hard data are only available after 1838, but argues that if this data show that “immunization and therapy had little influence on the trend of mortality in the hundred years after [1838 in Great Britain], it would seem to follow that they are very unlikely to have contributed significantly in the century that preceded it” (p. 104).

46 McKeown & Record (1962, 122). See also Bairoch (1974, 30), Le Roy Ladurie (1975, 386–390), and Post (1976, 35).

47 For the periodization, see Wrigley & Schofield (1981, 162); for the change in demographic pattern, see p. 478. On p. 245, they seem to date the moment of change more precisely as 1751, after which they say there was a clear “dominance of fertility in changing the intrinsic growth rate.”

Goldstone seeks to modify this thesis a bit, by arguing that, whereas in the sixteenth century it was the increase in the numbers of those who married that accounted for increases in fertility, in the period 1700–1850, it was primarily the lowering of the marriage age. “What was crucial was that in England industrialization and the growth of markets for foodstuffs occurred in the context of an agricultural sector that was already significantly proletarianized, and becoming more so” (1986, 28).

Another argument for emphasis on increased fertility is drawn from the presumed Irish example of earlier marriages as of the 1780s due to the earlier and more extensive “settlements” on young rural adults, due in turn to a shift from pastoral to arable cultivation. See Connell (1969, 32–33). The shift to arable cultivation is, of course, a consequence itself of the expansion of the worldeconomy, as Connell himself recognizes: “By [the 1780s], because of the growth of England’s own population she was no longer an exporter of corn and she could look with less jealousy upon its production. in Ireland.”

Drake is skeptical, however, on the whole age of marriage argument in the Irish case, because of the possibly inverse relationship of male and female ages at marriage. He prefers to credit the spread of potato cultivation (1963, 313). Connell indeed does not rule this explanation out: if our “insecure statistics” err and the population increase in fact began in the 1750s or 1760s, “it may well have followed hard upon the generalization of a potato dietary” (1969, 38).

Even if Ireland were in fact characterized in the early eighteenth century by a high death rate and low birth rate, McKeown and Brown doubt that a population rise could be explained by a lowered age of marriage. They point out that if an older husband in times of late marriage take a younger wife, the impact of an earlier marriage date (for the male) may be small. They point out furthermore that the greatest alleged difference is in the number of children per family, but that a high death rate, which increases with the size of the family, would have a counteracting effect (1969, 62). And Krause adds that, on the other hand, “even late marriage can lead to exceedingly high birthrates” (1969, 108).

48 Hajnal (1965, 132).

49 Le Roy Ladurie makes this point in terms of the migration of people from Auvergne and the Pyrenees to Paris and other northern cities in the eighteenth century (1975, 407), and Connell argues the same for Irish migration to England (1950, 66).

50 Deane (1979, 246).

51 For example, Slicher van Bath suggests that this whole period constituted “a time of agricultural boom” (1963, 221) in terms of overall price levels (despite the relative decline after 1817), of expansion of cultivated area, and of new methods.

52 See, for example, Bairoch (1974, 83), who sees an increase in agricultural productivity as not merely “the determining factor in the initiation of industrialization,” but as something which in turn requires the beginning of these processes. Wyczánski and Topolski, however, specifically deny the need for increased agricultural productivity to free labor for industry given the “considerable latent reserve of labor force” in the countryside (1974, 22).

53 The strongest case is made by Bairoch (1973a, 490–491), who argues that these usages of iron plus the increased number of plows in use (resulting from the extension of land clearance and the diminution of fallow) account for a significant increase in the overall demand for iron.

54 O’Brien asserts that, in general, “mechanization in farming proceeded more slowly than mechanization in industry because agricultural operations are more separated in time and space than industrial processes” (1977, 171). Deane says that, even for England, “we can find nothing to suggest that there was a substantial increase in the stock of farming capital or in the rate of agricultural capital until the end of the eighteenth century; and even then the expansion appears to have been modest in relation to the growth of agricultural incomes at this period” (1972, 103). Indeed, Deane attributes to the limitations of agricultural mechanical technique the fact that until the middle of the nineteenth century, most of the new techniques “were suitable only to the light sandy soils” and it was not yet possible “to drain the clay soils and the fens” (1979, 41). Chambers and Mingay also minimize the role of mechanical innovation and point out that Jethro Tull’s famous drill which permitted constant tillage, although “described . . . in 1733, and with a long history before that, was not generally used for sowing corn before well into the nineteenth century” (1966, 2).

55 See Timmer: “The leguminous crops not only increased soil fertility directly but supported larger herds of livestock which produced more, and richer, manure” (1969, 382–383).

Slicher van Bath, however, reminds us that “more intensive cultivation does not necessarily mean a higher yield” (1963, 245), but he means here yield per seed input. It is still possible to get greater yield per hectare cultivated by reduction of fallow. In terms of yield per seed input, it was possible also to get greater output through heavy manuring which, however, had previously to be brought in largely from the outside and was, therefore, too expensive by and large.

56 The difference between the systems was that alternate husbandry could be used only on light soils. On heavier (but still well-drained) lands, it was necessary to avoid root-break and to keep the pasture down (a ley) for a number of years. On wet and cold clays, neither system would work, until the development of cheap underdrainage in the midnineteenth century. See Chambers & Mingay (1966, 54–62), and Deane (1979, 38–42).

57 Slicher van Bath (1963, 249–250). “The Norfolk system, in different forms, was followed by enlightened landowners in various European countries at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth” (p. 251).

58 Chambers and Mingay say that the new husbandry broke medieval farming’s “vicious circle of fodder shortage which led to soil starvation” (1966, 6).

59 See Morineau (1971, 68–87). He endorses the view of Ruwet that a critical prerequisite of yield per seed input was the development of chemical fertilizer (p. 69, fn. 129). He proceeds, however, to doubt Ruwet’s view that yield per capita went up since the mid-seventeenth century by the increase of quantity of seed sown (presumably made possible primarily by reduction of fallow). Similar doubts on the increase in yield per labor input of the Norfolk system are to be found in Timmer (1969, 392), who sees, however, some increase in yield per seed input.

60 Morineau (1971, 70–71; see also 1974b, 355). When Le Roy Ladurie describes the diversification in Lourmarin of agricultural production (no longer wheat alone; on the eve of the French Revolution, half the land was devoted to vineyards, orchards, mulberries, gardens, and irrigated leys), he explains: “There it is, the true agricultural revolution, adapted to the conditions of the French Midi” (1975, 402). Morineau criticizes this specific exclamation, accusing Le Roy Ladurie of “seductive reasoning” which has an insecure quantitative basis and which “interprets, extrapolates, and is involuntarily circular” (1978, 383). Le Roy Ladurie responds in kind. He says that Morineau’s work is “paradoxical and brilliant” but still wrong: “I do not think, in fact, one can deny the agricultural progress of the eighteenth century” (1978, 32). All revolves, as we shall see, around what is meant by progress. Le Roy Ladurie tends to the view that inequalities diminish whereas Morineau sees them as increasing.

61 Morineau (1971, 76, 85).

62 On the increase of size of unit, see Chambers & Mingay (1966, 61). But Yelling says that “the environments favorable or unfavorable to large-scale farming do not correspond in distribution to regions of enclosure” (1977, 97). On the free rider problem, see Fussell (1958, 17).

63 Dovring (1966, 628).

64 Chambers & Mingay (1966, 34, 37).

65 O’Brien (1977, 170). This is given some confirmation by the estimate of Deane and Cole that “it would appear that output per head in British agriculture increased by about 25 percent in the eighteenth century, and that the whole of this advance was achieved before 1750” (1967, 75). They even add in a footnote that “it would appear that agricultural productivity may actually have fallen in the third quarter of the century and recovered thereafter.”

66 See Mamoux (1928, 170–172). E. L. Jones suggests the history of enclosure was more gradual than generally acknowledged because of the exclusion from consideration of enclosure by agreement. “The apparently rapid upswing represented by the parliameniary enclosures of the second half of the eighteenth century would not be steam-rollered out of existence by the inclusion of other evidence, but it would be somewhat flattened” (1974b, 94). Yelling similarly suggests that a considerable amount of engrossment of common fields had occurred in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. He denies wishing to replace the post-1760 period with the earlier one as the “decisive and revolutionary era that broke with the medieval past.” Rather, he argues, “it is unlikely that such an apocalypse ever occurred” (1977, 111).

67 In a large number of provinces—Champagne, Picardy, Lorraine and the Three Bishoprics, Bourgogne and Bresse, Franche-Comté, Berry, Auvergne, Toulousain, Béarn—beginning in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but especially from about 1730, successive temporary measures were taken such that, each time there was a drought, a frost, or floods, the access to open fields (la vaine pâture sur les prés) before the second growth of grass was, if not always abolished, at least restricted in the subsequent year” (Bloch, 1930, 341). See also page 332 for a discussion of the various kinds of enclosure gradually established in various areas.

68 “The movement seas general, because it responded both to a doctrine that was professed everywhere and to needs, more or less clearly felt, by the most powerful elements among those who cultivated the land” (Bloch, 1930, 511).

69 “Faced with enclosure, the village [in Britain] had no choice; Parliament having decided, it simply had to obey. In France, the strong constitution of peasant tenure seemed incompatible with such rigor” (Bloch, 1930, 534).

70 On the disappearance of the English yeomanry, see Wordie (1974, 604), and Chambers and Mingay (1966), who observe: “This tendency [to consolidation] was encouraged by enclosure but in no sense dependent on it” (p. 92). For France, see Laurent (1976a, 660) and Vovelle (1980, 60–61), who measures a clear decline of “intermediate categories” of landholders in Chartres. That is, let us be clear, we are talking here of the disappearance of that category of landholders whose units were large enough to sustain their families but no larger. See, however, for reservations about France, Meuvret (1971d, 196).

Dovring gives this explanation for the pressure for land consolidation: “Under the system of the heavy ox-plough, strip farming may have had some technical advantages since the length of the strip was more essential than the compactness of a field. (This point must not be overemphasized since the strips were, in fact, not always as long as the ox plough required, nor were heavy wheel-ploughs the rule even in areas of dominant arable farming.) But the new iron ploughs, drawn by a horse or two, were believed to work better on consolidated lots with more breadth and less length than the strips of the old open field system; and the new rotations are also assumed to have been easier to apply on consolidated holdings. . . . No less important than these technical advantages was the fact that the eighteenth century witnessed a rising tide of population increase in Europe’s peasant villages which inevitably carried with it more and more intense fragmentation of the land” (1966, 627).

71 Yelling, who has done one of the most careful studies of the history of enclosure in Great Britain, concludes: “Changes in the compactness and convenience of farms were one of the central benefits of enclosure, one of the most confidently asserted by its proponents and least attacked by its critics. For all that, it is not easy to demonstrate the results that were achieved . . . . [The problem] is the inability to see how any advantage was translated into concrete economic terms as some sort of improvement in productivity” (1977, 144). Having said this, Yelling lists the hypothetical potential for improvement and asks us not to underestimate it “because it is difficult to find sufficient evidence to confirm [the] effects [of the hypothetical advantages]” (p. 145).

O’Brien takes another tack. Given that over time Great Britain developed different forms of land tenure than many continental countries, ones that were less “feudal” in their arrangements, it has been argued that they furthered productivity by encouraging investment and innovation. “But, a priori, there is no reason to expect that the British Pattern of landlord—tenant relations would necessarily produce markedly higher rates of investment than peasant proprietorship, Prussian-style feudalism, or even certain forms of métayage” (1977, 168). If Britain had an advantage, he argues, it was because it had reached the geographical limits of extensive growth earlier such that “small additions to the stock of farm capital . . . could produce quite marked increments to output” (p. 169). He places greatest emphasis on the higher ratio of animals per cultivated acre.

72 Dobb (1946, 239).

73 Tate, for example, contends that “a remarkable feature of the eighteenth-century enclosure movement is the care with which it was carried out and relatively small volume of organized protest which it aroused” (1945, 137). When Tate published his arguments later in book-length form, a reviewer, Richardson, described him aptly as “a historian who almost choked with indignation upon reading L. L. and B. Hammond’s The Village Labourer” (1969, 187).

74 The classic argument is found in Clapham, who asserts that the increase in the ratio of laboring families and entrepreneur families between 1685 and 1831 was from 1.74 : 1 to 2.5 : 1. “The increase seems small and this [article] is not a demonstration; but for any larger increase there is no evidence at all” (1923, 95). Lazonick suggests that Clapham’s mode of calculation underestimates the change (1974, 37–38).

Following the line of Clapham, we find Chambers: The enclosure movements had the effect of further reducing, but not of destroying, the remaining English peasantry. . . . The cottageowning population seems actually to have increased after enclosure” (1953, 335, 338).

75 Deane (1979, 45). See Chambers: “To any one acquainted with the varied and time-consuming process of turnip farming—the careful preparation of the soil, the sowing, singling, holing, gathering, slicing, feeding to stock—the thought that it could be identified with any form of labor-saving comes as a surprise” (1957, 37). See also Mingay (1977, 50).

This argument has been given a Marxist twist by Samuel: “In agriculture, cheap labor rather than invention was the fulcrum of economic growth, and the changes inaugurated by the agricultural revolution were accompanied by a prodigious increase in the work force, as well as by an intensification of their toil” (1977, 23).

76 Mathias shows this by comparing data collected by King in 1688, Massie in 1760, and Colquhoun in 1803. See Mathias (1979d, 189, Table 9.3) which shows a clear shift between 1760 and 1803.

77 See Chambers (1953, passim).

78 See, for example, Lefebvre on northern France: “The great industry of the North was to recruit the laborers (manoeuvriers) of the countryside and thus resolve the agrarian question” (1972, 547). Indeed, the reasoning of Hufton would lead us to think that the advantage lay with France. Speaking of social polarization in western Europe as a whole in the late eighteenth century, he says that Great Britain had the best “overall social balance” in the rural areas because of the existence of “a solid middling farmer grouping.” France, he suggests, represented the opposite extreme. 60% of the rural population (and in some regions, 90%) “did not have enough to live on” (1980, 30). If this were so, then why were these rural poor not the obvious candidates for an urban proletariat?

79 Kerridge (1969, 474). On the “unparalleled achievement” of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in England, see Kerridge (1967, 348, and passim). See also O’Brien: “There appears to be nothing extraordinary about the British achievement in agriculture from 1700 to 1850” (1977, 173). Kerridge says, in a plaint redolent of Morineau: “Nowadays . . . the myth [of the English agricultural revolution between 1750 and 1850] has been disproved. But disproving a myth does not kill it” (p. 469).

80 Mingay (1969, 481).

81 Dovring (1969, 182).

82 Deane (1979, 2).

83 Crouzet (1972b, 162).

84 Supple (1973, 316).

85 Milward & Saul (1973, 36).

86 See Mantoux (1928, 262–263). A half-century later, Cain and Hopkins made the same point (1980, 473).

87 Brebner (1966a, 252). See also Ashton: “The truth is that at all times some measure of rivalry has existed in industry and trade; and at all times have men sought to tame and control the focus of competition” (1924, 185).

Indeed the same Phyllis Deane who writes of the “spontaneity” of the industrial revolution, nonetheless notes: “The fact was that as industrialization proceeded the state was intervening more deeply and more effectively in the economy than it had ever done before. . . . The real objective of the philosophical radicals . . . turned out to be not less freedom from government but freedom from inefficient government; and efficiency meant effective and purposeful intervention in the economic system as opposed to ineffectiveness and aimless intervention” (1979, 231–232).

88 Pressnell (1953, 378), who notes that the “retention of traditional methods of tax-collection, which permitted the collectors of taxes to employ them for their own private gain” was one of the elements that “assisted the growth of country (i.e., provincial) banking.” For a general explanation of British growth (in comparison to France) based on the absence of government interference with entrepreneurs, see Hoselitz (1955a) and the devastating response by Gerschenkron (1955).

89 A recent article that has pulled together all the arguments for this viewpoint is Hartmann (1978).

90 Mathias & O’Brien (1976, 606–607). For further evidence on English levels of taxation from 1660 to 1815, see O’Brien (1988). Riley expands on the Mathias/O’Brien argument, asserting that the frailty of France’s finances “may be attributed to the failure . . . to tax a growing volume of wealth in the economy.” He goes even further asserting that, between 1735 and 1780, the peacetime tax burden in France not only failed to increase “when measured against output,” but that it even declined (1987, 211, 236).

91 Morineau (1980b, 320). See also similar figures by Palmer (1959, I, 155) for 1785, which show the British rate as one and a half times higher than the French.

92 See Morineau (1980b, 321), who also argues: “No one in England would dare be sure that the Land Tax was actually paid by the landowners and not, in the last analysis by the actual producers: by the farmers and the tenants. There were many sharp practices” (p. 322).

Mathias and O’Brien argue somewhat differently, but with the same conclusion, that “there is no doubt that British direct taxation was generally ‘progressive—which is doubtless why it formed so small a proportion of the total public revenue” (1976, 614).

93 Mathias & O’Brien (1976, 616), who there-upon note: “Arguments about the structure of demand encouraging the faster growth of industry in eighteenth-century England (particularly the thesis which stresses the importance of ‘middling incomes’ in this process) need to take these important transfers involved in indirect taxation into account” (p. 621). Mathias, in an earlier publication, sums up Britain’s taxation as “highly regressive” because of the fact that two-thirds of the revenue yield from indirect taxes came from commodities in mass demand (1969, 40).

94 Morineau (1980b, 322–323).

95 Mathias & O’Brien (1976, 633).

96 Mathias & O’Brien (1976, 636). Goubert gives a similar explanation for French self-perception of the late eighteenth century: “The expenses of the king and the crown have been exaggerated: they were much greater under Henry IV than under Louis XIV, and under Louis XIV than under Louis XVI; but these latter expenses suffered from a less good press (une autre publicité)” (1973, 139).

97 Landes (1969, 81), who argues: “For it took a marriage to make the Industrial Revolution. On the one hand, it required machines which not only replaced hand labor but impelled the concentration of production in factories. . . . On the other hand, it required a big industry producing a commodity of wide and elastic demand [that is, cotton textiles] such that (1) the mechanization of any of its processes of manufacture would create serious strains in the others, and (2) the impact of improvements in this industry would be felt throughout the economy.”

98 Milward & Saul (1973, 173).

99 She adds “at least up to . . . the railway age.” Deane defines capital widening as the provision of resources that permit “an increase of population, extension of the market, or exploration of new and latent natural resources” as opposed to “capital deepening, that is, adoption of more capital-intensive techniques of production” (1973b, 364).

100 Landes (1969, 80).

101 See Mathias: “[The critical technical blockages] lay in engineering rather than in science” (1979b, 33). Also: “Judging the effectiveness of the contributions of science by results, ex post facto, rather than by endeavor, is to greatly reduce their importance” (1979c, 58); see also Gillespie (1972). A rear guard defense of science is made by Musson, who insists that “applied science played a considerably more important role than has been generally realized” (1972, 59). Landes typically uses the greater importance of technological change as a stick with which to beat the French. “Nor is it an accident” that, in thermodynamics, the French devoted their efforts to “the reduction of technique to mathematical generalization” whereas the entrepreneurial English continued “to lead the world in engineering practice and innovation” (1969, 104).

102 Let no reader be upset about the dates suggested. I have found in comparing a series of histories of technology and basic texts that there are many discrepancies about the dating of this or that invention. The problem lies in the fact that there often was a difference between the year of invention, the year of first use, and the year of patent. Furthermore, when a particular machine had several successive slightly different forms, different authors call different forms the invention. For the purposes of this discussion, it matters little if slightly different dates had been listed.

103 There are a few dissenting voices, even on the question of the numbers and significance of invention. See McCloy: “France, if she was behind Britain—and I am reluctant to think that she was—was certainly not far behind” (1952, 4). The book argues this for every field, including textiles and steam engineering. The author often notes how disturbances resulting from the French Revolution interrupted the process. Sometimes the inventor went into exile; sometimes the government’s interest and attention were distracted. See also Briavoinne on the French reaction to British superiority in mechanical processes: They “promptly seized what remained to them to balance this superiority; they turned to chemistry” (1839, 194).

104 Braudel (1984, 572). In his remarkable book written in 1839, the Belgian analyst, Briavoinne sees this conquest of the cotton market by Europe over India as the major “political” consequence of the industrial revolution, a locution he uses: “Europe was for centuries dependent on India for its most valuable products and for those of most extensive consumption: muslins, printed calicoes (indiennes), nankeens, cashmeres. Each year she imported a considerable number of manufactures for which she could only pay in specie, which was forever buried in regions which had no opportunity to send it back our way. There was hence impoverishment for Europe.

“India had the advantage of a less expensive and more skilled workforce. By the change brought about in the mode of fabrication, the state of things is no longer as it was; the balance of trade is henceforth in our favor. The Indian workers cannot compete with our steam engines and our looms. . . . Thus Europe has, for most textiles, supplanted in the world market the Indian manufacturers (fabricants) who had had for centuries the exclusive market. England can buy in India cotton and wool which she then sends back as manufactured cloth. If the latter country remains stationary, she will return to Europe all the money she has received from her. This evident consequence promises an increase of wealth to our continent” (1839, 202–203). How right he was.

Briavoinne pursued his insights (remember he was writing in 1839) to warn about the other side of this political coin: “But among the political results, there is one to be feared and which the statesman must, as of now, foresee. Work, organized on a new basis, renders the body less of a slave, and leaves more freedom for intelligence. If one doesn’t hasten to offer them a solid education as a guide, there is in that a permanent source of agitation, from which may emerge one day new political commotion. Experience teaches us; workers grouped together can become an element of sedition, and most industrial crises will take on a social character. This point of view is worthy of serious attention.”

105 On what the new machines meant in terms of improved quality, see Mann (1958, 279); on how they saved labor, see Deane (1979, 88–90).

106 Deane points out that in England, real output of woollen textiles increased 2[image: image] times between 1700 and 1770, at a rate of 85 per decade in the first four decades, and then at 13–14% in the period 1741–1770 (1957, 220). Markovitch describes a “global growth” for the French wool industry in the eighteenth century of 145% which he says is close to the hypothetical rate of 150% found in Deane and Cole (1967) for the same period. “The French woollen industry did not therefore fall behind English industry in the eighteenth century. In both cases, the woollen industry seems to have attained an overall annual average (geometric) rate of growth of 1%” (1976a, 647–648). (If these statistics are not totally consistent, it is not my doing.)

107 See Hoffmann (1958, 43).

108 Landes (1969, 82).

109 “[Cotton] is a plant fibre, tough and relatively homogeneous in its characteristics, where wool is organic, fickle, and subtly varied in its behavior” (Landes, 1969, 83).

110 See Lilley: “In summary, we may say that, apart from the one really novel idea of drawing out by rollers, the cotton-spinning inventions up to about 1800 were essentially a matter of connecting together in new combinations the parts of the spinning wheel which had been familiar for centuries. These were ‘easy’ inventions to make in the sense that they required no specific qualifications or training. They could be made by any intelligent man who had sufficient enthusiasm and sufficient commercial vision” (1973, 194). Lilley argues that they broke through no technological barriers and were not conditions for expansion, but “consequences of the new incentives and opportunities which more rapid expansion created” (p. 195). See also Chapman: “The longer one looks at the early cotton industry under the microscope, the less revolutionary the early phases of its life-cycle appear to be” (1970, 253).

111 See Patterson (1957, 165–166). Furthermore, innovation is not the only way of increasing competitiveness. Transfer of the site of production is a second method, and a quite standard one. Furthermore, Davis notes that this is exactly what was done in the case of the English woollen and linen industries which “were able for a time to lower costs by moving into low-wage areas of Scotland, Ireland and the north of England” (1973, 307).

112 See Wallerstein (1974, 279–280).

113 Hoffmann gives the British parliament’s actions against Indian calicoes as the second of the two circumstances that explain the innovations, the other being (as previously noted) freedom from guild control (1958, 43).

114 Davis (1973, 303).

115 See Bairoch (1974, 85–97). Mantoux argues the general relationship between iron and machinery. Early, largely wooden, machines had “irregular motion and rapid wear.” Watt’s engine, however, required Wilkinson’s metal cylinders “of perfectly accurate shape” (1928, 316).

116 Wrigley sums up succinctly the reason why: “Production [of mineral raw materials] is punctiform; [production of vegetable and animal raw materials] areal . . . The former implies heavy tonnages along a small number of routeways, whereas the latter implies the reverse” (1967, 101).

117 In the case of the majority of the canals built in Great Britain between 1758 and 1802, the “primary aim was to carry coal” (Deane, 1979, 79); cf. Gayer et al.: “The Duke of Bridgewater’s early link between Worsley and Manchester halved the price of coal in the latter town” (1975, 417).

118 Chaunu (1966, 600).

119 See Nef (1957, 78–81).

120 See Forbes: “Scarcity of charcoal and limitation of water-power were economic threats to the iron industry of the eighteenth century. Many attempts were made to break this tyranny of wood and water” (1958, 161). A very clear exposition of the technological problems and their historical solutions is to be found in Landes (1969, 88–100). See also Lilley (1973, 197–202).

121 Landes (1969, 99).

122 “It was cheaper to use charcoal rather than coke in the smelting process until around midcentury, so ironmongers were rational in shunning coke-smelting and continuing to use the older technique. The costs of making pig iron with coke fell significantly in the first half of the century, while charcoal pig iron costs rose sharply in the 1750’s, giving coke-smelting a clear cost advantage” (Hyde, 1973, 398). If then one wonders why the Darbys used it, Hyde argues that they used it “in spite of the higher costs of the new process because they received higher than average revenues for a new by-product of coke pig iron—thin-walled castings.” And this casting technology was a “well-guarded industrial secret” (pp. 406–407).

123 Landes (1969, 54). In 1786, the Bishop of Landoff, Richard Watson, was less harsh on the French in a debate in the House of Lords concerning the Eden Treaty. He said: “No nation ever began to look for fuel under ground, till their woods were gone” (Parliamentary History of England, XXVI, 1816, 545).

124 Milward & Saul (1973, 173). Curiously, at a later point in his book, Landes says virtually the same thing: “Even nature’s bounty hurt, for the relative abundance of timber seems to have encouraged retention of the traditional technique” (1969, 126).

125 See Mantoux (1928, 304).

126 See Deane (1979, 103).

127 Hobsbawm (1968, 48–49).

128 Lilley (1973, 203). Landes rightly suggests this is perhaps being anachronistic for an analysis of the late eighteenth century, giving the iron industry “more attention than it deserves. . . . Not in number of men employed, nor in capital invested, nor value of output, nor rate of growth could iron be compared with cotton in this period” (1969, 88–89).

129 The examples are many. The most notable example of their extensive earlier use is in the Italian silk industry. Carlo Poni has been doing much research on this subject.

Freudenberg and Redlich prefer to call these structures “protofactories” or “centrally controlled consolidated workshops,” involving increased control of production but not necessarily an increased division of labor” (1964, 394). The degree to which the late eighteenth-century cotton factories differed significantly from the earlier ones, however, is a subject on which there has been insufficient research.

130 “The move to factory production was less universal than it is commonly held to have been” (Bergier, 1973, 421). See also Crouzet: “The most widespread form of organization in the large British industries at the beginning of the nineteenth century was outwork, the combination of commercial capitalism and domestic labor; it is in this form that capitalist concentration developed” (1958, 74).

See also Samuel on the British cotton industry: “Now is it possible to equate the new mode of production with the factory system. . . . Capitalist growth was rooted in a sub-soil of small-scale enterprise” (1977, 8). In emphasizing what he believes to be the “slow progress of mechanization” (p. 47), Samuel observes that: “In manufacture, as in agriculture and mineral work, a vast amount of capitalist enterprise [in early nineteenth-century Britain] was organized on the basis of hand rather than steam-powered technologies” (p. 45).

131 See Bairoch (1974, 108).

132 O’Brien & Keyder (1978, 168).

133 Landes (1969, 119). Landes refers us to Hirschman (1957) for an explanation of why this theoretically should be so. Since Hirschman is writing of the twentieth-century peripheral zone of the world-economy, we are thereby reminded that putting-out is still a major feature of the organization of work in the capitalist world-economy.

134 Landes (1969, 57).

135 Sée (1923a, 191, 198). In that same year, however, Ballot’s book on “machinism” was posthumously published. In the preface, Henri Hauser wrote that “machines, in pre-1789 France, were more widely diffused than one ordinarily believes” (1923, viii).

136 Kemp (1962, 328–329; cf. Cameron, 1958, 11; Kranzberg, 1969, 211; Henderson, 1972, 75).

137 Markovitch (19766, 475), who argues that France was not only “superior to England in industrial strength under the Ancien Régime” (1974, 122), but remained so “even in the beginning of the nineteenth century” (1966c, 317). See, however, Léon, whose formulation is more prudent: “[The period 1730–1830 in France] shows itself to be, despite everything, as more and more dominated, in spite of the persistent inferiority of its techniques, by a wave of industrialization and growth which, if not massive, is at least real and highly significant” (1960, 173; cf. Garden, 1978c, 36).

See, finally, Wilson whose summary view of the whole period 1500–1800 is that “England did not deviate from the normal European pattern so much as was once thought” (1977, 151).

138 Marczewski says it occurs “before 1789” in France but only between 1811 and 1821 in Great Britain (1965, xiv). He, however, acknowledges that Britain is superior in the growth of the physical product in the nineteenth century, “especially in agricultural production” (p. cxxxv).

139 Marczewski (1961a, 93–94). Markovitch says it is hard to talk of a “take-off” since the whole industrial history of France from the mideighteenth century to now has been that of “an almost uninterrupted secular economic growth” (1966c, 119). Milward and Saul date the French “industrial revolution” as occurring between 1770 and 1815, although they say that if one uses the take-off criteria, a take-off did not occur until the mid-nineteenth century (1973, 254–255).

140 See, for example, Marczewski (1961b), wherein the tables demonstrate that there was a steady rate of growth in France from 1701 to 1844 (except for short periods) characterizing both agriculture and industry and that the dominant factor of this growth was an intensive and extensive industrialization dominated by a tremendous development of the cotton industry.

141 O’Brien & Keyder (1978, 21). Another way of putting it is to say that the question about England’s primacy is “misconceived” and “unanswerable,” since to the question of whether England was “self-evidently superior” in the eighteenth century, the answer can only be “a resounding ‘no.’ ” The inference of superiority has been drawn merely from England’s “ultimate primacy” (Crafts, 1977, 434, 438–439). Crafts suggests that “the question, ‘why was England first?’ should be distinguished from the separate question, ‘Why did the Industrial Revolution occur in the eighteenth century?’ ” (p. 431). Hussard and Saul similarly call for a shift from the question “why Britain?” to a “pan-European perspective” (1973, 30–38); see also Braudel, who says we can find on the Continent “examples more or less close to the English model” and wishes to see both the agricultural and industrial revolutions as “a European phenomenon” (1982, 282).

142 See Carus-Wilson (1954). Abel (1973, 51, n. 1) writes that the description of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries as the period of the first industrialization of Europe was first made either by Schmoller or by F. Philippi who, in 1909, published Die erste Industrialisierung Deutschlands.

143 See Nef (1954). While Carus-Wilson argues that there was an industrial revolution in the thirteenth century (that is, the fulling-mill), she omits any comparison, in terms of importance, with that of the late eighteenth century. Nef, by contrast, in vaunting the period 1540–1640 in Great Britain, suggests that its “rate of change was scarcely less striking” than that of the latter period (p. 88). See, however, Deane’s reply that there was a difference nonetheless in “the sheer scale of industrial development” between the two periods and also in the “wider” impact of its “organisational and technical changes” (1973a, 166).

144 Garden, for example. warns that “one ought not . . . to confound hastily the eighteenth century and the industrial revolution: the British truth was itself belated and limited; everywhere there was the survival of—indeed, even, the development of—traditional forms throughout the eighteenth century” (1978a, 14). See also Williamson who says that before the 1820s, British growth was “modest at best” (1984, 688).

145 Daumas calls the period 1550–1750 one of “fundamental transition” in technology (1965, v). He calls the idea that there was a technological revolution between 1750 and 1850 “one of the principal errors” in our understanding of the history of technology (1963, 291). He then offers to salvage the period 1750–1850 by acknowledging its achievements outside his specialty, in the social organization of the economy. See Daumas (1965, xii) and Daumas & Garanger (1965, 251).

Similarly, Lilley asserts: “The early stages of the Industrial Revolution—roughly up to 1800—were based largely on using medieval techniques and on extending these to their limits” (1973, 190). See also Braudel: “If there is a factor which has lost ground as a key explanation of the industrial revolution, it is technology” (1984, 566).

146 “The conventional narrative . . . makes too much of the coming of the great inventions.” Beales says that with the “quieter interpretation” of the inventor as “mouthpiece of the aspirations of the day [rather] than as the initiator of them,” what the concept of industrial revolution loses in “dramatic quality, . . . it gains in depth and in human significance” (1929, 127–128). See also Hartwell, for whom the industrial revolution needs no “explanation” since it is “the culmination of a most unspectacular process, the consequence of a long period of slow economic growth” (1967b, 78); and Deane and Habakkuk, for whom “the most striking characteristic of the first take-off was its gradualness” (1963, 82; cf. Hartwell, 1970b).

147 Heaton (1932, 5).

148 Mendels (1972, 241), who accounts for the shift to the second phase of “modern, factory, or machine industrialization” by the fact that protoindustrialization results in the accumulation of capital in the hands of merchant entrepreneurs with the necessary skills for factory industrialization, and in the creation of markets for agricultural goods which led to increasing geographic specialization.

Bergeron calls attention to the “reintegrative” character of the concept of protoindustrialization, which “insists on the continuities, more than on the ruptures, in the organization of production and work between the ‘pre-’ and ‘post-’ periods of the technological revolution” (1978a, 8).

149 Mendels points out that Markovitch’s revisions of standard beliefs concerning the relative backwardness of French industry in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (as well as similar views of Crouzet) are dependent on the inclusion into his category of industry and crafts of “handicrafts in their broadest possible meaning, even including household industrial work for home consumption.” He concludes: “One’s interpretation of French economic development could thus be drastically changed, depending on the place which is given to ‘pre-industrial industry’ ” (1972, 259).

Jeannin, in his critical note on protoindustrialization, of which he reviews a more recent version, that of Kriedte et al. (1977), argues that the concept of protoindustrialization is “at once a bit inflated, incorporating non-specific elements, and too narrow because too specific to poor industries” (1980, 64).

150 Garden (1978a, 14), who calls this “the fundamental question.”

151 “One must not mistake the appearance for the reality. . . . As described by occupational data, the British economy of 1851 may not seem different from that of 1800. But these numbers merely describe the surface of the society—and even then in terms that define away change by using categories of unchanging nomenclature. Beneath this surface, the vital organs were transformed; and though they weighed but a fraction of the total—whether measured by people or by wealth—it was they that determined the metabolism of the entire system” (Landes, 1969, 122). But this leaves us uncertain of how to identify “vital organs” and “metabolism”; and even more important, whether the difference 1800–1850 is significantly greater than that of any previous 50-year period.

152 The years 1789–1848 mark the “triumph not of ‘industry’ as such, but of capitalist industry; not of liberty and equality in general, but of the middle class or ‘bourgeois’ liberal society . . . . They mark not the existence of these elements of a new economy and society but their triumph; . . . not the progress of their gradual sapping and mining in previous centuries, but their decisive conquest of the fortress” (Hobsbawm, 1962, 17, 19). Hobsbawm’s period barely squeezes into Marx’s periodization. Marx writes of a rather late moment of decisive conquest, even for Great Britain: “The complete rule of industrial capital was not acknowledged by English merchant’s capital and moneyed interests until after the abolition of the corn tax [1846], etc.” (1967, 327, n.).

153 “A revolution can never be understood from itself, i.e., without reference to the developments that led up to it; it sums up rather than initiates. . . . [This is the] difference between the microscopic and macroscopic points of view: there is as little contradiction between them as there is between calling the contour of a forest discontinuous for some and smooth for other purposes” (Schumpeter, 1938, 227).

154 Nef (1943, 1). McEvedy goes further, saying the concept of the industrial revolution “has, in fact—no mean achievement for a historical theory—done a lot of practical harm” (1972, 5–6). Cameron (1982; 1985) has been similarly pursuing the argument that the term “industrial revolution” is a “misnomer.”

Schumpeter makes the same essential charge: “The writer concurs with modern economic historians who frown upon the term, the industrial revolution. It is not only outmoded, but also misleading, or even false in principle, if it is intended to convey the idea that what it designates was a unique event or series of events that created a new economic or social order, or the idea that, unconnected with previous developments, it suddenly burst upon the world in the last two or three decades of the eighteenth century. . . . We put that particular industrial revolution on a par with at least two similar events which preceded it and at least two more which followed it” (1939, 253). He designates 1787–1842 as a Kondratieff cycle and says: “We have reason to believe that this long wave was not the first of its kind” (p. 252). Coleman responds to Schumpeter by reiterating that the term industrial revolution should be reserved for that of Great Britain in the late eighteenth century which, “in the long focus of history, was the comparatively sudden and violent change which launch[ed] the industrialized society into being” (1966, 350).

155 Briavoinne (1839, 185–186).

156 Briavoinne (1839, 188).

157 Bezanson (1922, 343).

158 Schmitt (1976), in his historiography of the literature since 1945 on the French Revolution, lists this question as one of six, but the other five seem to me all to be avatars of this one question. The other five are: the French Revolution—myth or reality?: the problem of the “Atlantic Revolution”; was there a “feudal reaction”?; were there one or three revolutions in 1789?; the Jacobin dictatorship—highpoint of the French Revolution?

159 Soboul (1974, 41–42, 44).

160 Lefebvre (1939, 239–240).

161 It may be objected that we shall rely too heavily on the Soboul (or more generally a Marxist version) of this social interpretation, and that Lefebvre’s views (not to speak of those of Mathiez) were different in several respects. But since, as Ferro has noted “[history in France] (as well as the history of France) is one of the prime loci of civil war” (1981, 32), this may be justified, given the following plausible assessment by Grenon and Robin: “Curiously, 1789 still remains a fundamental line of cleavage between the right and the left in France; the Revolution as a myth can still arouse emotion. This is because, in the writing of history, the two concepts of the classical interpretation of the French Revolution and the Marxist interpretation have always been casually superimposed upon one another. The classical interpretation is none other than the progressive reading of the Revolution” (1976, 6).

162 1799 is the terminal date Soboul used in his short history (1977a). One can, to be sure, choose other terminal dates, say 1793, or 1792, or 1815. One can also choose other starting dates, say 1787 or 1763. To do so is to change the interpretation. To choose the dates 1789–1799 is not, however, necessarily to agree with Soboul in all aspects. Agulhon chooses precisely those dates in order to argue that 1830 marks the resumption of the “revolution” which he argues is a revolution of “liberalism,” whereas 1800–1830 represents counterrevolution “in two successive forms”—that of the Napoleonic dictatorship and that of an authoritarian, clerical monarchy (1980, 15).

163 Soboul (1977a, 1, 3). The old order must be called “feudalism, for lack of a better name” (Soboul, I976a, 3). Indeed, if any thing, this negative side of the Revolution is more important than its positive side. Speaking of the “aristocratic reaction” of the-eighteenth century, Soboul says: “From this angle, the Revolution was perhaps not bourgeois, but it was surely anti-aristocratic and antifeudal” (1970b, 250).

164 Landes (1949, 57).

165 Rudé (1967, 33).

166 Marx (1967, I, 334). This is the path by which “the producer becomes merchant and capitalist,” as opposed to the one by which “the merchant established direct sway over production.”

167 Soboul (1976d, 16; 1977b, 38). Apparently, the monarchy was more foresighted than the aristocracy. It tried to resolve the differences between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in the Ancien Régime by creating a “trading aristocracy” and by “ennobling the merchants.” But the experience was a “failure” and demonstrated “the impossibility, under the conditions of the Ancien Régime, of a veritable fusion” of the two groups (Soboul, 1970b, 279, 282).

168 Soboul (1977a, 160–161, 168).

169 Hobsbawm (1962, 212–213), who explains his aphorism thus: “The capitalist part of the French economy was a superstructure erected on the immovable base of the peasantry and petty bourgeoisie. The landless free laborers merely trickled into the cities; the standardized cheap goods which made the fortunes of the progressive industrialist elsewhere lacked a sufficiently large and expanding market. Plenty of capital was saved, but why should it be invested in home industry?” Hobsbawm refers us (p. 381, n. 19) to the “locus classicus” of this argument: Lefebvre’s article of 1932 (see Lefebvre, 1963).

Soboul answers Hobsbawm’s paradox by arguing that the peasant revolution was “incomplete.” Had the radical sectors of the peasantry won out, there would have been “a restructuring of landed property in favor of small producers” which later would have resulted in “concentration” and no paradox (1977b, 42–43). Poulantzas answers Hobsbawm’s paradox in a different way. The “paradox” demonstrates that the revolutionary state “is not the state of a bourgeois revolution which is politically successful at this moment and in this conjuncture, but rather the state of a bourgeois revolution which is politically held in check. At this precise moment it is not in fact the state of a hegemonic bourgeoisie, but that of the peasantry and the petty-bourgeoisie, as Tocqueville rightly saw. This state anyway failed to last” (1973, 176).

170 Hobsbawm (1962, 93).

171 We can, of course, reply that it was a revolution less in the realm of the economy in the narrow sense and more in the realm of values. “The chief result of the Revolution in France was to put an end to aristocratic society. . . . The society of post-revolutionary France was bourgeois in its structure and values. It was a society of the parvenu, i.e., the self-made man” (Hobsbawm, 1962, 218, 220).

If so, George V. Taylor suggests, this was an unintended consequence. “The revolutionary state of mind expressed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the decrees of 1789–91 was a product—not a cause—of the crisis that began in 1787” (1972, 501). Taylor’s case is based on his reading of the cahiers de doléance.

172 Cited in Lefebvre (1932, 40).

173 “There weren’t in 1789 three revolutions, but a single one, bourgeois and liberal, with popular (particularly peasant) support. There was no dérapage of the Revolution in 1792, but a determination of the revolutionary bourgeoisie to maintain the cohesion of the Third Estate thanks to the alliance of the popular masses, without whose support the gains of 1789 would have been forever compromised” (Soboul, 1974, 56).

174 Soboul asserts that the French Revolution twice “transcended its bourgeois limits” in revolutions of “the peasants and the masses”—in Year II, and in the Conspiracy of the Equals (1977a, 168).

175 “The vanguard of the revolution was not the commercial bourgeoisie. . . . The real force behind the Revolution was the mass of direct petty producers” (Soboul, 1977a, 154–155). See also Kaplow: “Just as a revolution without the bourgeoisie to set it in motion was unthinkable, so was the formation of the sans-culottes without the participation of the master artisans impossible. The sansculottes as an entity were not synonymous with the laboring poor of the old regime. They were rather one of the provisional forms, in this case principally a political one that grew out of the disintegration of that regime as carried on by the Revolution” (1972, 163).

176 “The bourgeois revolution, by suppressing finally all feudal rights by the law of July 17, 1793, liberated the direct producer, the petty merchant producer henceforth independent” (Soboul, 1976d, 15).

177 Soboul (1977a, 168).

178 Godechot (1965, 114).

179 This is less surprising when one remembers that Jacques Godechot, the foremost proponent of the Atlantic thesis, is a disciple of Mathiez and Lefebvre and has never, to my knowledge, renounced this heritage. Of Lefebvre, he says that “his works occupy a cardinal (capitale) place in the historiography of the French Revolution” (1965, 257). On Godechot’s close relation to Mathiez, see Godechot (1959). The other major Atlanticist, R.R. Palmer, has translated Lefebvre into English.

180 Godechot (1965, 2).

181 Palmer (1959, passim, but esp. 13–20).

182 Palmer (1964, 35–65), who attributes this revolutionizing to “the infusion of popular and international revolutionism” (p. 44).

183 Palmer (1959, 446). If the American revolution was less revolutionary than the French, it was because “[America) did not know feudalism . . . . In France and in Europe, . . . the efforts to reach the same revolutionary ideal came up against the implacable opposition of classes that were dispossessed or threatened with being so” (Godechot & Palmer, 1955, 227, 229).

184 Godechot & Palmer (1955, 229). The concept of the alliance of classes is also there: “The peasants, like the ‘bourgeois,’ or upper stratum of the third estate, saw the nobility as their enemy. This convergence of interests  . . . is what made possible the French Revolution of 1789” (Palmer, 1971, 60).

185 Soboul (1974, 44).

186 Palmer (1959, 13). Soboul specifically invokes the charge that the Atlantic thesis is a consequence of the “cold war,” noting its appearance in the mid-1950s (1974, 43). This assertion is not without justification. The long joint communication of Godechot and Palmer to the 1955 International Congress of Historical Sciences turns around the question: is there something which might be called an Atlantic civilization? The sympathies of the authors seem clearly in favor of a positive response. They end on the plaintive note that: “America, this former colony, believes more than does Europe, it seems, in the reality or the possibility of an ‘Atlantic civilization’ ” (1955, 239).

187 Mazauric (1975, 167, n. 53). See also Schmitt: “The name ‘Cobban’ has become in its controversy virtually a code-word (Reizwort)” (1976, 50).

188 This is not a quote from Tocqueville but Tilly’s very apt summary of his position (1968, 160). What Tocqueville said himself was: “At one fell swoop, without warning, without transition, and without compunction, the Revolution effected what in any case was bound to happen, if by slow degrees” (1955, 20). See, in a similar vein, Le Roy Ladurie: “The fact that an event like the French Revolution was unique does not make it a necessary event. Or at least it is difficult to prove that it was. . . . It is the expression of the behavior of a society that has come to be exasperated . . . . The French Revolution, in the rural zones, is the direct result of the expansions of the century, even and especially when they were compromised by the economic difficulties of the 1780’s. It represents rupture and simultaneously continuity” (1975, 591).

189 Richet (1969, 22). Richet argues elsewhere that public law in France follows this same trajectory, thus seeking to eliminate one of the key arguments of Soboul and others, that a revolution was essential to the transformation of the legal superstructure that had been constraining the rise of capitalist forces. Rather, says Richet: “the Revolution broke out in a country that was in the midst of a process of legislative modernization” (1973, 36). Choulgine similarly argues that the constraints on the growth of large enterprises, deriving from guild restructions, has been vastly overstated, since “the great importance of rural industry limited the influence of the guild system [in the Ancien Régime]” (1922, 198–199).

190 Furet (1978, 158).

191 Cobban (1963, 155–156). See also Roberts: “Most of the ‘feudal’ forms abolished in the August [1789] decrees were fictions covering a simply reality of cash transactions” (1978, 28).

192 Chaussinand-Nogaret (1975, 265), who continues, “commercial capitalism is, in its most modern aspects, in the hands more of the nobility than of the bourgeoisie” (p. 274). The other side of the coin is to note, with Bien, that “a very large part of the grand bourgeoisie were nobles in 1789” (1974, 531).

193 Forster (1961, 33).

194 Forster (1957, 241). Furthermore, “personal estate management not only was the best way of assuring a gentilhomme campagnard a good income but it was also recognized as his profession, and, in contrast to retail trade and purely commercial speculation, a perfectly respectable noble enterprise” (p. 224).

195 Taylor (1967, 489), who asserts therefore that the term bourgeois is “inadequate and misleading,” if by bourgeois we mean a “nonnoble group playing a capitalist role in the relations of production” (p. 490), He draws therefrom these conclusions about the French Revolution: that “we have no economic explanation for the so-called ‘bourgeois revolution,’ the assault of the upper Third Estate on absolutism and aristocracy” and that the Revolution is “essentially a political revolution with social consequences and not a social revolution with political consequences” (pp. 490–491). Taylor receives indirect support for this line of argument from the recent attempt to reinterpret the industrial revolution in England by Cain and Hopkins, who introduce the concept of “gentlemanly capitalism,” based on “landed wealth” and argue for this period: “our aim is not to deny what is irrefutable, namely that Britain industrialized, but rather to suggest that non-industrial, though still capitalist, activities were much more important before, during, and after the industrial revolution than standard interpretations of economic and imperial history allow” (1986, 503–504).

Vovelle, however, finds that Taylor’s inferences about the French Revolution go beyond what his “useful remarks” on “noncapitalist wealth” permit. “To enroll this old-style bourgeoisie at the end of the Ancien Régime in the ranks of a fully constituted elite is like pulling the grass up by its shoots in order to make it grow” (1980, 136–137).

196 Le Roy Ladurie (1975, 430), who sees feudal privilege, like all political power, as an “indirect generator of monetary profits.” For large estates, “with a capitalist vocation,” the French state served as the same kind of “sugardaddy” that it had for Colbertian manufacturers (p. 431).

197 Bloch (1930, 517). As Bloch points out, sometimes it was a matter of reinterpreting feudal privileges, but sometimes merely a matter of exercising them. Moore calls this “a penetration of commercial and capitalist practices by feudal methods” (1966, 63).

198 Goubert (1969, 234; see also 181–182). This is in fact similar to the description by Jones of English landlords, who he says “cashed the industrial potential of their territories [in the eighteenth century]” (1967, 48).

199 Le Roy Ladurie (1975, 435), who continues: “It is true—and herein enters the subjective element—that the lessor sometimes took a while to realize that the market had shifted in favor of the property-owners; in a case of this sort, once the awareness of advantage came, the lessor went twice as fast (met les bouchées doubles); he sought, with all the more energy, to give an assist to the conjoncture, and to pressure the lessees (fermiers), whom he had hitherto spared through negligence.”

200 Goubert (1974, 381).

201 Furet (1978, 145). Furet further notes that the blockage was not from commoner to noble, but between the “small” noble of the sword and the “grand” but parvenu nobles of the court who constituted the ruling class. It is, he argues, the “small” nobles who were behind the edict of 1781, the loi Ségur (p. 140). Godechot, whose analysis once again is close to that of the classical interpretation, explains the presumed attempt by the nobility to monopolize government positions in the eighteenth century by the fact that the nobility found it difficult “to live off their revenues, given the constant increase in prices since 1730” (1965, 115).

Doyle, on the other hand, doubts there was any such monopolization of posts: “In social terms, most institutions in France seem to have become less, nor more, exclusive in their recruitment as the century went on” (1972, 121). Gruder’s research on royal intendants tends to confirm this argument. By comparing the social origins of intendants in the reign of Louis XIV with those in the reigns of Louis XV and XVI, Gruder finds that, far from there being an increase in aristocratic monopolization, if anything “the reverse was true” (1968, 206). Of course, the commoners who were ennobled in the eighteenth century did not go “from poverty to riches; the road to the top did not begin at the bottom” (p. 173). For Gruder the proper characterization of this governing class was “an aristocracy embodying a plutocracy” (p. 180).

202 Cobban (1963, 262).

203 This is Boulle’s argument about the ennobled slave traders of Nantes who remained in commerce (1972, 89).

204 See Crouzet: “We must not . . . overemphasize the frugality of these early British industrialists. Once they had built up their businesses and secured their fortunes, they nearly always relaxed somewhat, withdrawing more money and adopting a more comfortable way of life. Some of them bought landed estates and built themselves large mansions” (1972b, 189). See also Jones: eighteenth-century English urban entrepreneurs “sought a final safebank in the purchase and embellishment of landed estates” (1967, 48).

205 Cobban sees “nouveaux riches” replacing “the cultured upper bourgeoisie of the ancien régime.” He says disdainfully: “We can call it the triumph of the bourgeoisie if by this term we mean the venal officers, lawyers, professional men, proprietors, with a few financiers and merchants, who invested their money, for the most part, in land or rentes, after venal offices were no longer available. . . . In their way of life they were the heirs of the obsolescent noblesse, and if they were bourgeois their aim was to be bourgeois vivant noblement” (1963, 251, 264–265). Of course, this undoing of the social interpretation serves in turn as grist for the mill of arguments such as those of Landes. But that no doubt was not something that would have perturbed Cobban.

206 Lucas (1973, 91): “The middle class of the late Ancien Régime displayed no significant functional differences from the nobility, no significant difference in accepted values and above all no consciousness of belonging to a class whose economic and social characteristics were antithetical to the nobility.”

207 As Palmer says, “it is one of the puzzles of the Revolution that class animosity, or antagonism between noble and non-noble, should have been so little in evidence in 1787 and much of 1788” (1959, 457).

208 Tocqueville (1953, 361–362).

209 Tocqueville (1955, 1, 203, 207–208).

210 See Furet & Richet (1973, 19–27). As Anderson remarks of a similar melange drawn up by Althusser about the Russian Revolution, such a melange is “mere empirical pluralism,” conjuring up many circumstances and currents, but failing to establish “their material hierarchy and interconnection” (1980, 77).

211 See Richet: “The Revolution of 1789 resulted from a double awareness (prise de conscience) of the elites achieved through a long journey. Awareness, first of all, of their autonomy vis-à-vis the political order, of their consequent need to limit its power. An awareness that was shared by all, wherein the nobility played the role of initiator and educator, but which was enlarged to include wealth, property, and talent. It was the Enlightenment. However this common will aborted momentarily on the terrain of the homogeneity of the ruling group” (1969, 23). Hence, Tocqueville’s final explanation recurs.

It should be noted here a divergence with Cobban who is more hostile to the whole of the Revolution. “The end of the eighteenth century may truly be said to have witnessed a partial transformation from an individualist to a collectivist view of society. . . . The Revolution ends the age of individualism and opens that of nationalism. . . . In all this can be seen not the fulfillment but the frustration of the Enlightenment” (1968a, 25).

212 Furet & Richet (1973, 102; cf. Furet, 1963, 472). Calling the role of the popular revolutions “accidental” in terms of the long-term structural evolution does not apparently mean they were unimportant, since we are also adjured to “restitute to the revolutionary fact itself, to the event, its creative role of historical discontinuity” (Furet & Richet, 1973, 8).

Nonetheless, we are now so far from Tocqueville’s word “inevitable” that Furet makes “the necessity of the event” one of the two main implausible presuppositions of the concept of bourgeois revolution—the other being the “rupture of time” (1978, 36).

213 Furet (1978, 18–19).

214 Furet & Richet (1973, 126).

215 Furet & Richet (1973, 10). In the English translation of Furet and Richet, the chapter titled “Le dérapage de la révolution” was called “The revolution blown off course.” This is a reasonable (if perhaps too nautical) a translation, but has the inconvenience of changing the noun into a verb and making it difficult therefore to refer later to the concept of “dérapage” in English. Higonnet, for example, translates it differently in two sucessive pages as “deviation” and “slide” (1981, 4–5). I prefer therefore to keep the French term in English, since it seems to me the central term of the entire analysis by Furet and Richet.

216 “Against a king suspected of treason, against the generals who refuse to fight, against the Brissotins who hesitate between power and the opposition, there is unleased a firm popular reflex which has at least found its name—patriotism. . . . It is a second revolution. .

“Revolutionary patriotism became [on August 10, 1792] a religion. It already had its martyrs. It would soon get, after the military setbacks, its Inquisition and its stakes” (Furet & Richet, 1973, 129, 157).

217 Furet & Richet (1973, 204).

218 Furet & Richet (1973, 258).

219 Robin (1970, 52).

220 Grenon & Robin (1976, 28).

221 Robin (1973, 41–43). A full-scale rebuttal of Robin is to be found in a book edited by Soboul. Guibert-Sledziewski argues that Robin poses the problem as the existence of two alternative modes of transition—either through disintegration of feudal forces or through their incorporation into capitalism—and says that this formulation eliminates “a fundamental aspect of the problem: the problem of the necessity of the French Revolution.” The true alternative is rather between the “reactionary recuperation of capitalist tendencies” by feudalism or the “entry into force of capitalist relations of production in revolutionary France” (1977, 48–50). The latter occurred via the Revolution, thus saving France from following the Prussian path (pp. 66–75). (This argument is similar to that of Moore, 1966, passim.)

Finally, Guibert-Sledziewski accuses Robin of sliding into a position no different from that of Richet: “[Robin’s] desire to pose a ‘problematic of this transition’ [from feudalism to capitalsim] leads her to make the transition a specific stage of the bourgeois revolution, a stage which would not have the panache of 89–94, but which would indicate as much as the violent phase the necessity of a decisive confrontation between the rival modes of production. Thus the revolutionary ‘phenomenon’, as its appelation would indicate, would be merely a manifestation, a vicissitude of this vast confrontation: and what a vicissitude! A fulfillment of what Denis Richet calls the ‘slow but revolutionary mutation’ of nascent capitalism. . . . But it seems to us that any problematic of transition lead’s necessarily to a problematic of revolution” (Guibert-Sledziewski, 1977, 68).

222 This is confirmed by the analyses of two orthodox Marxist historians, Manfred and Dobb.

Manfred: “Capitalism first emerged in France about the sixteenth century. Advancing slowly and gradually within feudal society, it reached its full development and maturity in the last third of the eighteenth century. The contradictions between the new productive forces and the dominant feudal order led to a period of ever sharper conflict. These contradictions then exploded all over the place” (1961, 5).

Dobb: “The industrial revolution . . . and the appearance on the scene of bourgeois relations of production do not coincide in time. . . . This requires an explanation and one that is able to cover a long time period (in England an interval of several centuries) going from the earliest appearances of bourgeois relations of production . . . to the industrial revolution. . . .

“The industrial revolution requires the maturation of a total situation. . . . It requires a long process of complex and prolonged development which in the end has a foreseeable outcome. . . . To speak of the concomitance of a certain number of factors does not, however, imply that it is a fortuitous ‘unique event’, one that is ‘accidental’ ” (1961, 458–460).

223 Zapperi (1974, 13–15, 83–86, 91–92).

224 Guérin (1968, I, 17, 23, 27, and passim).

225 Soboul (1958a, 10, 1025). Kaplow echoes Soboul’s riposte with this argument: “The [laboring] poor were not capable of sustaining their anger because they did not—could not—place it in a larger context. I submit that they were incapable of thinking in longer terms . . . because all their disabilities . . . had led them into the blind alley of the culture of poverty. . . . The revolutionary bourgeoisie began to destroy the psychological and social core of the culture of poverty by putting forth the idea that it was possible, not to say legitimate, to challenge the established order” (1972, 170). A curious argument for a Marxist to assert; it seems to imply that the proletariat can only emerge from its false consciousness via the example and the ministrations of the (revolutionary) bourgeoisie.

226 Furet & Richet (1973, 206, 212–213).

227 See Guérin: “Robespierre, of all the personalities of the Revolution, was the most popular. He had not yet revealed his true image. The bras nus had not yet caught him in flagrante delicto of ‘moderationism’ ” (1968, I, 411). Higonnet makes a similar point. Against the “traditional Marxist interpretation” that Jacobin ideology represents “the genuine and immediate expression of the real material goals which unified several classes,” and first of all that of the “revolutionary bourgeoisie,” he suggests that a “better explanation of the origins and functions of Jacobin ideology holds instead that the Jacobin world-view was, as it were, a progressive form of ‘false consciousness’. . . . Within a week of the ‘entire’ destruction of feudal seigneurialism, the Constituents began their efforts to salvage as many feudal dues as they could in the name of bourgeois property. Sans-culottes and honnêtes gens began to part ways. Unable to accept this fully, the Revolutionary bourgeoisie, and the Jacobins in particular, were forced into a number of blind alleys” (1980, 46–48).

228 Guérin conceded in 1968 that Soboul and Rudé had “revised considerably their Robespierrist dogmatism and are more ready to admit that the decapitation of the Paris commune, the destruction of democracy at the base constituted a mortal blow to the Revolution” (1968, II, 524). As for Cobb, he has adopted a large part of “my criticisms of Robespierre and Robespierrism” but he is “rarely consequent with himself” (p. 534). In any case, Soboul and Cobb, however “inequitable they are in their criticisms of my work, have implicitly confirmed and completed it” (p. 536).

See Higonnet on the role of Babouvism: “Clearly, the importance of Babouvism depends on the place that one gives to socialism and class-war in the world-historical place of things. If the French Revolution is seen as a Ding an sich, Babeuf does not count for much. If it is seen as the first act of the People-versus-Capitalism, Babouvism matters a great deal” (1979, 780).

229 Milward & Saul (1973, 252); cf. a more restrained version by Moore: “It is fair, therefore, to hold that the peasantry was the arbiter of the Revolution, though not its main propelling force” (1966, 77).

230 See Mackrell: “The Marxist view that the Revolution saw both the overthrow of feudalism and the advent of capitalism to France hardly squares, among other facts, with the important part that the peasants took in the overthrowing of ‘feudalism’ ” (1973, 174).

231 See Hunecke who attacks “revisionist’ historians (Cobban, Furet & Richet) on the grounds that the peasant revolution “announces the future more than it remembers the past” (1978, 315). Gauthier wants to see the peasants as playing a “progressive” role in the development of capitalism. “The peasantry was not opposed to capitalism in general, but to a form of capitalism favorable to the seigniors” (1977, 128).

232 Le Roy Ladurie (1975, 568, 575). For a review of recent literature that attacks the view that peasants were somehow “retrograde” and emphasizes their anti-bourgeois role, see David Hunt (1984).

233 Hunecke (1978, 319). “At the ‘heart of the revolution of the poor peasants were two demands that were in no way whatsoever antifeudal: they wanted land to cultivate and the restoration of rights to the commons (usi collectivi).” The peasants were rebelling “not only against those with [feudal] privileges but also (and probably primarily) against the ‘revolutionary bourgeoisie’ ” (pp. 313–315). Similarly, see Moore: “The radical thrust behind the Revolution based on the sans-culottes and sections of the peasantry, was explicitly and strongly anticapitalist” (1966, 69).

Cobban also sees the French Revolution as “a revolution not for, but against, capitalism” (1964, 172). In this version, however, the triumph is not that of the peasants alone but of “the conservative, propertied, land-owning classes, large and small” (p. 170). This is in fact said to be one of the features that put “the economic development of English society . . . so far in advance of that of France” (p. 146).

234 Skocpol (1979, 29, 41, 181). “Social revolutions . . . have changed state structures as much or more than they have changed class relations, societal values, and social institutions” (p. 29). A strange argument: social revolutions are defined primarily not by social changes but by changes in the primary modern political institution, the state. What then are political revolutions? And if it is not a social revolution that changes class relations, societal values, and social institutions, is that because the latter are changed only gradually, never in a “revolutionary” manner? Perhaps then it is the very concept of “social revolution” that needs to be reexamined.

235 Cobban (1968d, 108).

236 Lefebvre (1956, 345). Furet pours scorn on this analysis because it is imbued with faith: “It would not be difficult to demonstrate that [Lefebvre, a great historian] had, as his synthetic vision, . . . nothing more than the conviction of the cartel des gauches or the Popular Front” (1978, 22). This does not seem to me a very telling argument.

237 Vidotto (1979, 51).

238 Furet (1978, 43, 84). But who is “real society”? Barber notes that “the bourgeoisie who suffered most . . . were those of the middle bourgeoisie, who aimed at legal, political, military, or ecclesiastical careers. . . . It was very difficult to legislate either the great financiers or the leading intellectuals out of existence” (1955, 143).

239Braudel (1982, 297).

240 See Chaussinand-Nogaret: “It is only as of the moment that the popular forces enter the scene for reasons that have nothing to do with the revolution desired by the notables that a fault appears which will eventually widen the ditch between nobility and bourgeoisie. For it now became a question of saving one’s hide, and to that end any maneuver is legitimate. Threatened just as much as the nobility, the bourgeoisie played a major trump card, the comedy of scandalized virtue; it shouted alongside the people and displaced onto the ‘aristocracy’ the tempest which threatened to sweep them away. . . . And in post-revolutionary society, the two orders, having reconciled their differences, once again shared power” (1975, 277).

241 Anderson (1980, 36). He actually says this transformation results from the two revolutions—the French and the American. See also Lynn Hunt who says that one of the “most fateful consequences” of the French Revolution was “the invention of ideology,” which represented a “new political culture” (1984, 12, 15). Similarly, Sewell speaks of “the idea of revolution itself” being one of the “unanticipated” outcomes of the French Revolution (1985, 81).
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